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      Cyrus

      

      Once again, I stood outside the beach house of our childhood in Virgin Cove and saw the lights were on in the dining room. Last time I had patient calls when I arrived for the weekend, so I took the limo.

      This time I parked my Aston Martin, the sleek, low-slung beauty that always made me wish I was more of a James Bond than a heart surgeon.

      As soon as I heard laughter, I headed to the door and let myself in to avoid having the butler announce me. He saw me and directed the staff to get my numerous bags, which was why I was late.

      Unlike the others, who only intended to stay the weekend, I was here for an indefinite stay.

      As I entered the dining room, I saw my eleven brothers, along with the wives of two of them, and Arman’s new stepdaughter who he’d claimed as his own, just as Maman and Pedar had claimed all of us as theirs, even if half my brothers were adopted.

      We all looked different, but on the inside, this group of men, along with Maman and Pedar, were my rock.

      Tonight my brother Arman practically glowed, his happiness reflected in everyone. He’d always been the golden son.

      I walked over to him, squeezed his shoulder, and asked, “So, when’s the wedding?”

      He jumped to his feet and hugged me while my mother beamed, and for the first time all week, my soul was at ease.

      So far, all attempts to get Leah to speak to me about our infant son had failed, but now I’d cleared my schedule at the hospital, and I would not leave Virgin Cove without having that discussion and holding my son.

      Arman’s fiancée and soon-to-be bride, Maddie, answered my wedding question. “Well, first we have Joel and Kendal’s formal New York wedding, which I’m planning. And Arman and I want our wedding here, at the beach.”

      Joel and Kendal had privately eloped months ago now, and now would have their formal wedding this month.

      Arman asked, “So, Maman, can we host it at the house?”

      I glanced at Maddie, who probably believed she’d be able to manage something low-key, but in the Norouzi family, our celebrations of birthdays, accomplishments, and now weddings made the world stop and take notice.

      Maman said quickly, “Whatever you want. We might have some guest yacht parking problems, but we’ll figure it out.”

      “We will,” Arman said, and hugged his soon-to-be bride.

      Maddie then addressed us like she was already part of the family, telling us to sit as she said, “And I want to do as much of the planning as I can. I need to have three weddings in my portfolio to get my wedding planner certificate.”

      As soon as Pedar—Parvis Norouzi to the rest of the world—and Maman—Roxanne—scooted their chairs in, the servers brought in our champagne and salads. I took my seat opposite Arman and beside Warren, though we still filled only a fraction of the dining room my mother was determined to fill with family.

      Maman held up her glass and said, “Maybe Cyrus will be next.”

      My face heated as I said, “Let’s not discuss me. Isn’t Warren’s birthday coming up? Does it have to be weddings?”

      Maddie’s eyes twinkled when she reminded me, “I need to plan three weddings to get my certificate.”

      I glanced at her. As a girl she’d been like the sister I never had, and now she’d been with joined to Arman for a few years, it seemed she wanted to be my sister again——by teasing me mercilessly.

      Warren shook his head and said, “Don’t make a big deal of my birthday.”

      I laughed and held my glass up to toast. “Warren, everything in your life is a big deal.”

      He rolled his eyes like he was annoyed, and adrenaline rushed at the confirmation that I’d hit my goal. Then Warren said, “No, but Cyrus, don’t be so serious all the time.”

      Score one for him. Overthinking had always been one of my negative traits.

      Pedar lifted his glass and said, “To Maddie, for rejoining us, and to Kendal, for sticking with Joel.”

      “Finally!” Kir called from the middle of the table, while Charles and Jeff laughed. Kir, Charles and Jeff competed about almost everything, always claiming it was their way of breaking out of the middle together.

      We lifted our glasses and sipped our champagne.

      Then my phone beeped. Leah had returned the gift I sent to her apartment along with my note requesting a time to talk in person.

      Now I was in town, it was time to knock on her door. I put my napkin on the table and said, “With that, I have to go.”

      Maman asked, “Is everything okay?”

      I’d told them about my plan to stay in the house once everyone departed, since Maman and Pedar planned to yacht to the Panama Canal for their second honeymoon.

      I put my napkin back in my lap and picked up my fork to finish eating as I said, “I just have to… y’know.”

      Once I finished, staff took our plates, and other staff put the Persian eggplant stew, khoresh bademjan, in front of us.

      I glanced at Joel and his new wife, who’d never eaten our food before, and she reminded me of some of my brothers when they first moved in with us. Joel was showing her the correct spoon.

      Hopefully at least my son would grow up eating delicious meals, even if Leah never wanted to see me again. I needed to find a way to mend the gaping wound in my heart.

      We ate, and for a few minutes no one spoke to me. And as the food filled my belly, I began to hope that soon I’d have the answers I needed.

      Pedar asked, “Can any of us help?”

      They did not need to cancel their second honeymoon trip to help me work things out with Leah about my son. I finished my wine now and said, “I don’t know what I can do to get her to open her door and talk to me. Even though she moved here, a small town, knowing it's our family home.”

      Maman added, “At least she told you. Your son is still quite small.”

      The plates were cleared out and dessert was being served when I said, “If she talks to me, maybe I can figure out what to do.”

      Pedar then said, “Well, let’s finish our cake first.”

      Bon voyage dinner, wedding announcement, and the beginning of my campaign to be a father to my son. My family certainly knew how to party efficiently.

      Pedar then said, “Cyrus, everything will work out. No woman in her right mind is going to keep her son away from your inheritance.”

      Fair enough. I tasted the strawberry vanilla cake and sighed. Then I gave Warren, who seemed pensive, a gentle nudge with my elbow as I asked, “You’re quiet tonight. What’s going on with you?”

      He kept his voice low, so no one could hear him but me, and said, “I was adopted. Maman and Pedar love me, and I love them, and all of you, but inside I feel like a huge fraud.”

      Warren was the one I went to when I needed to know the right thing to do. I shook my head and said, “You’re not. Unlike me, right now you’re the perfect one.”

      He laughed, and we both glanced across the table as he said, “I thought that was Arman.”

      We spoke louder now as I said, “True, he’s perfect, and now he's even getting married.”

      Warren winked and asked, “Does it count, though? It’s Maddie, after all. It’s not like the rest of us have broken hearts we’ve worn on our sleeves for twenty years.”

      Maddie pressed her hand to her heart and grinned.

      I then said, “True, but now Maman is going to have two less sons to stress about.”

      Gerard piped in, saying, “Makes me want to get out of town for a while.”

      Not a surprise, since wanderlust was part of Gerard's charm. I picked up my fork again and said, “You always say that.” We ate and then drank black tea.

      Once we were done, I nodded and said, “Maman, I’m leaving for real this time.”

      “Good luck,” she said, and I met her gaze.

      She wanted all her children to be happy. She never judged, and only pushed for us to have the happiness she found with our dad.

      It took me a half an hour to get out of the house, and the moon was high in the sky when I finally escaped.

      My son needs to know I love him, and that he belongs here, with us.

      I’ll do anything.

      I pointed my Aston Martin toward Leah's apartment in town.

      Leah was a doctor who worked with my brother Elon to start East Coast centers for his gynecological practice. I met her at an OB/GYN conference, mostly so I could see Elon, another of my brothers, who's only a year younger than me.

      As I approached her street, I saw an older blue car bump into a woman on a bicycle.

      She fell in the bushes next to the sidewalk, and I was stunned when the car drove away fast.

      I jerked my silver Aston Martin to the curb, put it in park, and crossed the street. She was already on her feet and wiping her knees when I asked, “Are you okay?”

      She was out of breath as she pointed down the street. “The car didn’t stop, but I think I'm okay.”

      At least she was wearing a helmet. I didn’t want to touch her without permission, so I said, “I’m a doctor, and perhaps I can help. Can I see you bend your knees and walk?”

      She pointed to the obvious cuts on both her knees as she said, “I’m fine.” She directed my attention down as she said, “It’s this.”

      The bicycle wheel was smashed, though I only said, “It looks broken.”

      We both turned when a bus at the corner revved its engine and continued on its way.

      Her eyes wide, she said, “Fuck! I just missed the ferry back to New York.”

      The bus was the cheap way to go to Manhattan. I swallowed and decided a few hours of helping someone would probably be good for my soul.

      Besides, the woman’s dark eyes captured my attention, and for some reason adrenaline rushed through me. I was drawn toward her. So I said, “I’m on my way to Manhattan if you want a ride.”

      She glanced at me and then my car as she asked, “Are you Cyrus Norouzi?”

      “Yes, do I know you?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m just a waitress in a diner. Anyhow, thank you for the offer, but I’ll stay at my sister’s and catch the bus tomorrow.”

      Something about this woman made me notice that she kept her head down when I asked, “You sure?”

      “Thank you. Goodbye.” She waved me off.

      A freer version of myself would have asked her more questions, like her name. However, right now my son took precedence over everything else.
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      Sarah

      

      The walk back to my sister’s took time. I stayed on the backroads when it became clear Cyrus, and his Aston Martin were on their way to Leah’s.

      The scenic route included stopping at the grocery store.

      My sister would need twenty minutes or less to send him away. I squared my shoulders.

      Leah had always been honest with me about how she intended to use her baby boy, Joshua, and how she needed two more weeks to fully deprive Cyrus of seeing his son for two months since she told him. She was playing a dangerous game.

      When he decided to bring a full custody suit with his monied lawyers, it wasn’t going to be as easy Leah thought. Cyrus wasn’t an ordinary man. And his lawyers would be sharp, no matter how carefully Leah had mapped out exactly how she intended to pay back her student loans with her trap-a-rich-man-to-have-his-baby scheme. The whole plan had too many flaws.

      She often called Joshua her get-out-of-student-loan baby.

      Unlike my sister, who was raised in the same household, I refused to ever hurt someone to get what I wanted. According to Leah, this meant I had no right to dreams, but that was fine.

      The best part of her evil plan was that I had a baby to watch.

      Once I knew the coast was clear, I let myself back in with my key.

      My sister and our brother, Elijah, had finished the vodka bottle and Leah was laughing uproariously at something while Joshua was crying in the other room. I closed the door and said, “I’m back.”

      “You reconsidered,” Leah said.

      I shrugged. Once again, my job at the diner was at risk. Not that Leah or Elijah would care. I went to the bedroom for the baby as I said, “I missed the bus. If you both want to go out, I’ll stay with Jacob.”

      “See ya.” Leah called just before the door slammed.

      Drinking and driving were a bad combination, especially for my family, yet I held my tongue because saying something wouldn’t make any difference.

      Jacob calmed down the second I changed his diaper. He was sweet. I rocked him and said, “It’s just the two of us tonight.”

      The sudden quiet in the apartment meant I could play with Jacob on the couch. Hopefully all he ever remembered about his mother was that my sister was a doctor and respectable.

      It was more than we had as kids. I walked him to get a bottle and said, “I wish I knew how to protect you better.” I winced when I sat down because my knee still needed to be cleaned and treated, but then Jacob was crying.

      I hugged him and said, “Don’t cry about me. I’ll be okay.” Skinning my knees wasn’t that bad. I’d survived much worse.

      Joshua suckled on his bottle and closed his eyes. The sound of his noises made me sigh. He was the only reason I was here, and I think my sister knew it, because she’d started using my attachment to him as a carrot to get me here. I rocked him as I said, “Now, about your mom. Drinking was how—never mind. Leah will never do anything like that to you.”

      I tended to gloss over the pain of my past.

      The little guy fell asleep in my arms, and I closed my own eyes while I cuddled him.

      A loud bang on the door startled me, but Joshua continued to sleep.

      Whoever it was banged hard, making a lot of noise. I tucked Joshua on the couch, which wasn’t the safest option, but I needed to act quickly. I tossed a pillow on the floor next to him in case he rolled off and dashed to the door.

      I glanced out the peephole and saw cop hats. I took an automatic step back while ice rushed in my veins. Cops had also been… never mind. I opened the door slightly and asked, “Is there something I can do for you?”

      They took off their hats and asked, “Are you Sarah Litchenberg?”

      My eyes widened. No one ever looked for me. I unlocked the chain and opened the door as I said, “I am.”

      The other cop looked like he had no time. “I’m going to need you to come with us.”

      I clutched the doorknob and shook my head. “I’m babysitting for my sister. Is there a problem?”

      The cop who at first met my eyes looked down. “Your sister was Leah Litchenberg, and your brother was Elijah?”

      For a second, I lost my balance, and I gripped the knob tighter as I asked, “Was?”

      He had his hand on his hat near his chest. “We need you to come identify them and speak to child services about Leah’s son.”

      My mind whizzed.

      Leah had turned out to be exactly like our parents. And Elijah’s father… Tension knotted across my forehead.

      The most important person right now was Joshua, not me, so I asked, “What happened?”

      “There was a car accident.”

      My heart lurched. I’d guessed. I'd answered the door, just like tonight, ten years ago, too. I lifted my chin and asked, “Are they alive?”

      “No.” The officer met my eyes. He must know I already suspected.

      I held up my finger and said, “Let me get the baby ready. One minute.”

      Then I closed the door.

      My shoulders were heavy, and tears made it hard to see clearly.

      My siblings had been all I had.

      I tossed the vodka bottle in the trash and wished…

      No. I wiped my eyes and filled the diaper bag, packing extra diapers and bottles.

      Since I’d seen Cyrus earlier, and he offered help, treating me kindly, I knew Joshua would probably be better off with his father’s family than anything I could ever give him.

      With that, the last of my family would be gone, and I’d be alone, exactly the way I always wanted.

      Still, I packed the outfit I bought for Joshua last week in the bag, so if he got to keep anything, he’d have me with him a little longer.

      He was still sleeping, so I wrapped him in a blanket, held him tight to my chest, and left with the cops.

      My sister and brother's drinking habits were a fight I lost a long time ago. I never had the power to stop them, ever.

      The police put us in the back seat. I refused to touch anything and held Joshua tight.

      He was the only reason I reconnected with Leah and Elijah when Leah contacted me saying she needed a sitter.

      And unlike us, Joshua was sweet and innocent and good. The car stopped in front of the hospital. I blinked, but then realized Leah and Elijah were probably in a morgue.

      A hospital was better than a police station.

      I didn’t let the chilly night air touch Joshua, pulling his blanket loosely over his face and holding him close while I followed the men in blue.

      In my experience, officers were decent tippers, so I’d probably be okay.

      As I rounded the corner, near a waiting room I saw the dark eyes of that man from the street who made my knees weak. I had no idea how he knew this fast, but it didn’t matter. Fate was never in my corner.

      I hated that my sister chose him to use in her extortion scheme, because until tonight I’d never been jealous of her.

      He came closer, and my hairs stood on end again as he asked, “Is that my son?”

      Tears welled in my eyes again. I hugged the sleeping baby, and my throat caught as I asked, “Can… I have a minute?”

      He reached out and then pulled his arms back as he said, “I want… okay.”

      I turned away. I didn’t care that my cheeks were wet. Tonight was the worst night of my life, because now I'd truly lost Joshua. I whispered, “Joshua, it’s going to be okay. If you ever need me, I’ll be there for you.”

      Without a word I handed Cyrus the bag and the baby. If I looked at either of them, I’d break. So I went and followed the officers, who were waiting at the end of the hall.

      Joshua’s cry made me tremble, but I’d lost him too.

      I refused to look back and proceeded with the officers. They opened two refrigerated morgue drawers and showed me the bodies.

      For both of them, it was like I saw nothing but an empty shell. I closed my eyes and wished I believed in something—anything—but then I sighed and said, “That’s them.”

      They closed the drawers, and I signed their papers.

      The night my parents died had felt endless, but for my siblings I felt nothing.

      We hadn’t been close in any way for years.

      The quiet in the hallway made me feel empty. Tonight I’d sleep at my sister’s, and tomorrow would be the last time I took the bus and train to get here, ever.

      This life was over. My phone rang. I glanced at the number and a shiver raced through me. I’d not seen or heard from that man in years.

      I denied it and decided I’d change my number soon.

      The past needed to stay there.

      The cold night air suited my life right now as I walked out of the hospital. I stood on the street and realized I needed my phone map to figure out how far I was from Leah’s. As I opened it, a limo stopped in front of me.

      Then I heard Joshua’s screams as the window rolled down. The door opened and Cyrus got out, holding the baby as he asked, “Sarah?”

      Joshua might be cold. I turned to them, arms ready to hold Joshua, but then I stilled and asked, “How do you know my name?”

      He beckoned me into the limo and said, “The social worker. Can we talk?”

      Inside his domain, where the rich and powerful dwelled, was not my normal. However, I climbed in and cupped Joshua’s head as I asked, “Do you not want your son?”

      Cyrus closed the door and said, “I do want him. He’ll have everything he needs or wants.”

      “That’s great.” I said and shivered. Joshua would be fine. Cyrus didn’t strike me as anything like Elijah’s dad, who ignored his older kids once he married and had other children.

      Then again, this man wasn’t married. My sister had told me all about the Norouzi heir.

      Then he held out his arms and offered Joshua to me as he said, “And he wants you.”

      I clutched Joshua like he’d been given to me forever and held him tight. He calmed in my arms. While I rocked him, I said, “I’ve been his babysitter and aunt since the day he was born.”

      Cyrus stared at me.

      I had no idea what he saw. It’s not like broken was embedded in the skin. And yes, my sister had better skin, but we’d always looked alike.

      I let out a sigh and offered Joshua one of the bottles from the bag I packed.

      Cyrus folded his arms in front of him and said, “Look, I hope you can come home with us.”

      The officers left the hospital and went to their car.

      I didn’t move until I lost sight of them.

      Then I focused back on Cyrus, his careful, interested attention giving me goose bumps. Logically I knew he wasn’t interested in me, but I asked, “Are you serious?”

      He scooted closer, and a growing awareness rushed through me as he said, “Tomorrow, or whenever you’re up to it, we’ll discuss letting me help you with whatever you need.”

      For the first time in my life, pangs poked at my tender, vulnerable places. I’d never felt jealous before, but I braced myself, since what I longed for was impossible, and said, “I don’t need your help. I’ll be here to help Joshua.”

      He nodded. “That’s what I want to hire you to do, full time.”

      My eyes misted. Maybe I wouldn't lose my Joshua too. I knew better than to dream, but still I asked, “Full time?”

      He placed his hand on my arm. My eyes widened, but he patted it like we were friends. “You’re his aunt, and I can pay better than waitress wages, even with tips.”

      “I’m sure you can,” I said.

      It wasn’t his fault that my skin was electrified by his touch. I’d temper that with time. Then he asked, “Will you stay?”

      Hope never materialized into anything, but he was promising me time with Joshua. I swallowed. It would have to be enough. So I said, “Okay.”

      He then rolled down the partition, told his driver to go, and closed it once we were underway.

      Now we were alone again, he sat back and gazed at me as he said, “My family is home tonight, so we won’t be alone.”

      Even if we were, it was clear I was the help. Joshua had fallen asleep, so I asked, “Is that a problem?”

      He laughed. “Just a warning. The Norouzi clan is quite large.”

      A family that called themselves a clan sounded nice. I’d never really fit in anywhere before.

      My new goal was to ensure Joshua fit in. Cyrus seemed sincere, although my stay was temporary and clearly labeled. I shrugged and said, “That’s nice. I’m officially all alone with no one left.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You have Joshua and me.”

      He held his arms open for his son. I swallowed and gently placed the sleeping baby in his arms again as the limo stopped, and I said, “Yeah, right, but thank you for your good intentions. Let’s go in.”

      I didn’t wait for the driver, instead letting myself out. Then I looked up at the giant mansion that must have a view of the ocean in the daylight.

      The brightest lights right now were the stars and inside the mansion, but I smelled the salt in the air as around us were grass and all kinds of plants.

      He directed us toward the door as he held Joshua and said, “Tomorrow, will you answer questions about your sister?”

      I stopped at the rounded double doors and kept my head down. I didn’t belong in a mansion, and my story would prove that. I rocked and said, “Sure. I don’t have to keep her secrets any longer. Leah was brilliant enough to get into medical school. She was almost a million dollars in debt, but her life was hers to direct. She wanted to have a baby. She met you. She figured she could do what our mom did when she had Elijah.”

      He paused beside me and asked, “What was that?”

      If I’d ever mentioned any of this before tonight, I’d have betrayed the few principles I had. I swallowed when realized the secret would only hurt Joshua if I didn’t manage cement him in his father’s love, forever. I met Cyrus's gaze and said, “Have a baby with a rich man and then sell him time with the baby so she would have an income stream.”

      Neither of us moved as he whispered, “That’s cold.”

      “It’s reality.” I said and braced myself. If he told me to get lost, I’d understand.

      He reached for the door and said, “Be prepared for everyone to assume you’re grieving when we go in.”

      I trembled but nodded. I was here to ensure that Joshua was loved and provided for. Cyrus was a temporary side trip in my life, and it was best if I accepted whatever crumbs I could until I was sure Joshua had everything he could ever want or need.
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      Cyrus

      

      The last person I expected to see walking in with Joshua was the cyclist.

      Now she was home with me, though, I wondered if I finally had the break I wanted. For weeks I’d agonized over my son, and now he was home and safe.

      Sarah was probably grieving, and my brother Elon was probably in shock since he spoke highly of Leah professionally.

      So I held my tongue when I finally got to have my son in my arms.

      I hadn't pegged Leah as someone who drove drunk, but honestly, I hadn’t known her for more than one night. Earlier tonight, when she dismissed me with a giggle, I’d known there was a man in her apartment. I’d been jealous because someone else was with my son.

      And now I wanted to know everything because it affected Sarah.

      She stirred me with desire and the urge to help her at the same time.

      I walked her into the foyer, still carrying my son, and my parents immediately joined us, like they’d were perched near the living area, waiting for us to come inside.

      I held out my son, and they saw he was sleeping, but then I rested my hand on Sarah’s shoulder and said, “Maman, Pedar, this is Sarah.”

      My mother opened her arms and hugged her as she said, “We’re so sorry.”

      Sarah sniffled back a tear. “I’m sorry my sister…” Then shook her head and let my mom go, saying, “I’m sorry too.”

      My mom beckoned for us to follow her, like I was still a child, as she said, “Let’s get you settled in a room, Sarah. Most of the family has left, but never mind that. Are you hungry?”

      Sarah rested her hand on her stomach. “I… a little.”

      My mother glanced at me like I’d flunked the hospitality test and then directed us into the dining room. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

      Sarah stalled near the door and her face went white as she said, “I'm sure I can find the kitchen myself.”

      My mother returned, clearly intending to guide Sarah. “Nonsense, you’re our guest. Please, come in and sit.”

      I moved closer and reached for her hand before my mother did. However, the second I brushed against her sparks cascaded through me. I ignored how alive my body was with her as I said, “I’ll bring her right back. I’m sure she’ll want to see the nursery first.”

      Maman nodded and said, “Dinner will be warmed up.”

      She held my hand without question until we made it to the stairs. When she let me go, a chill followed, like the sun had gone behind a cloud as she said, “I… thank you. All I've eaten today were some Reese’s hours ago. I thought I’d be back in Manhattan by now, and then…”

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered.

      Tonight would have been very different for all of us if she hadn't missed the bus. But I’d never say that out loud, ever. Instead I walked her down a hall filled with art and statutes and guided her to a bedroom on the east side with the ocean view. I opened it as I said, “This is the nursery.”

      She held her waist and twisted on her feet to take stock of the room with the white crib, the rocking chair in the corner, the tent with a rug, and toy bins. She sighed and said, “It looks ready for him.”

      I lowered my son into the crib, and he remained asleep as I whispered, “Maman is always wanting grandchildren.” I then directed her out.

      I grabbed the video cam and the instructions for adding it to our phones now Joshua was in there sleeping, and followed right behind her sexy, swaying ass. As I closed the door behind us, I said, “Once you’ve rested, we can talk about where you want to go.”

      I handed her the directions as she said, “Me?”

      The camera worked fine because I could see my sleeping son. But her ten-year-old phone didn’t support the app, so I switched with her and promised myself I'd get her a new phone tomorrow. “I took time off so we can bond with Joshua, wherever we choose.”

      She clutched the monitor like she needed it and said, “Wherever you want is fine. But I don’t have a passport.”

      Errands would take care of all that. I shrugged and said, “Then tomorrow we’ll need to take your picture.”

      “Sure,” she said and rocked on her feet.

      Right. I walked her a few feet away and opened the next room, which had a bed. I glanced back at her while my lips tingled with the urge to taste her, and my heart fluttered. But I stayed right where I was and only pointed from the door. “This is your room. That door goes right to Joshua.”

      Her head swiveled as she took in the vaulted ceilings and original paintings by an artist my mother was now supporting.

      She held her stomach and said, “This is more than I expected.”

      When she turned toward me, she lowered her head.

      My pulse raced like I needed to get her to open up when I said, “Clothes will arrive soon.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t need anything. Can you tell your parents I’ll stay here and out of the way?”

      She didn’t understand what my name meant. I had the best, which meant she now had the best too. However, I beckoned for her to join me and not escape into her room and close the door behind her. “That’s not going to happen. They’ll send food to your room and maybe a doctor. Are you sick?”

      She put her hand on her hip and smiled. “I thought you were a doctor.”

      She lit up, and I forgot where I was as I asked, “Do you need me to write a report?”

      Her smile got bigger and then she shrugged, closing the door behind her. “Okay. I admitted I was hungry. Let’s go.”

      We went back down the stairs together, and everything in my life seemed lighter despite the horrible tragedy she’d suffered. I gently bumped into her and said, “You’re lucky you missed dinner earlier. All eleven of my brothers were here.”

      She pressed her hand on her heart and said, “Truly? Twelve boys? That seems astronomical.”

      When we entered the dining room, we were alone. I directed her to the seat next to mine as I said, “With two brothers married, and now two grandchildren, my parents are somewhat obnoxious about bliss.”

      She slid into her seat, and I swear her hair smelled like strawberries as she said, “Bliss is one of those words I associate with ice cream, not feelings.”

      This time I laughed and joined her as I said, “We’ll have ice cream for desert so you can re-experience it, then.”

      The wait staff who brought in the dinner nodded that they heard us. Two plates were brought, which meant I was having seconds tonight so I could avoid being rude.

      She put her napkin on her lap and said, “Not what I meant, but this looks delicious.”

      She then scooped a large bite of the eggplant stew in her mouth and moaned like she was happy or having an—no. I squashed the inappropriate thought.

      Her happy moans impressed me, and I said, “Not everyone likes Persian food. If you prefer a burger, our kitchen can make one for you in just a few minutes.”

      She finished her bite and shook her head. “I eat burgers all the time in the restaurant. This is delicious.”

      I laughed and said, “Glad you like it. One of my girlfriends left me because she hated the food I love.”

      Sarah licked her lips, but then her eyes had a gleam in them as she said, “Love is a big commitment to food.”

      With every girlfriend I’ve ever had up to now, I’d never once uttered I love you. It was intimate and true, but I was already thinking the L-word when I was near her, and backed down quickly. “I’m sticking to my claim. Food is amazing.”

      We ate in silence except for her small sighs and moans while she enjoyed her dinner. Nothing in my life had given me this much pleasure in ages.

      My phone rang, and as I reached for it, she said, “Great ringtone.”

      I glanced at it and sent the caller to voice mail as I said, “It’s the dance committee. I don’t have a partner, so it doesn’t matter.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “Ballroom dancing?”

      “Yeah, it used to be a hobby,” I said, without much enthusiasm. For a few months my quest to enjoy life away from the hospital led me to dance, and I enjoyed it—a lot.

      She swayed to music only she could hear while the staff took our plates and delivered the ice cream sundaes. She moved and said, “I’ve always wanted to learn.”

      The air between us sizzled with awareness when I replied, “Then let’s train so you can be my new partner.”

      She froze, but then picked up her spoon as she sighed and said, “It'd be a waste of time since I have no sense of rhythm.”

      I patted her hand, but then another jolt rocketed through me. I let her go fast and said, “And I’m not really in it to compete. I just do it for fun, so that's fine.”

      She curled her nose in the air and said, “I’m sure you’ll find someone else.”

      My last dance teacher had clearly hoped to be my new girlfriend, but I only wanted to learn the steps, not date. Now, with Sarah, I’d have an excuse to hold an interesting woman while I whispered, No, I think I finally found a partner who might stick.

      We finished our ice cream and she jumped up like she wanted to bolt, but instead she grinned said, “Well goodnight, Fred.”

      I tilted my head and said, “I’m Cyrus.”

      She crossed her arms and said, “I meant Fred Astaire. That’s his name, right? The guy in the black and white movies who dances?”

      “Yes. Good night, Sarah.”.

      She ran, but I watched her hips sway again. She was a mystery I wanted to know better, but also there was something about her that made me pause. For the first time in forever, I wondered what it would be like to have her as my own.
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      My mind whizzed. I hadn’t expected to wake up and stare at paintings of sunrises or abstract wall decorations made of wire sculptures with shells.

      My shared bedroom in my apartment never had art. And my bed at home wasn’t nearly this springy. I ended up sleeping in my shirt from yesterday because I hadn’t dared touch anything in the room.

      I didn’t want to get up, though dawn was near.

      I checked the baby monitor and saw Joshua was still sleeping and rubbed my eyes. Since it was so late already, maybe he’d sleep right through ‘til the sun was up.

      Last night wasn’t going to be the norm. I’d agreed to be the hired help, so the first thing on my to-do list was to stifle my unrequited longing for Joshua’s father.

      Then I called the morgue and made the arrangements. My shoulders sagged with exhaustion, but then I tugged on the jeans I’d tossed on the floor and dragged my feet into the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      My heart quickened when I glanced around the marble room. The shower was a glass wall and had two nozzles where water came out. An amazing luxury I’d only seen in a magazine or on a commercial.

      However, I finished, and then rushed out. When Joshua woke, he’d need a new diaper and a bottle, and both of them were still in the diaper bag.

      I was sure they’d buy formula today, but I raced down the stairs and found my way to the kitchen.

      The chef in the white hat was at work, and he directed me to a shiny silver refrigerator marked "bottles." I could see my reflection in it, so it was probably new, but I opened it and found—breast milk. My mind raced. My sister had stopped trying to pump at six weeks and settled on formula. I worked for weeks before I found nipples and formula that worked for Joshua and didn’t cause him a stomachache. So I grabbed an empty bottle from one of the bags and added the breast milk.

      As soon as the bottle was warmed, I grabbed a diaper from my bag and headed for the stairs.

      I’d barely made it to the dining room when I ran into Cyrus’s mother. He called her Maman, but that probably wasn’t her name. And with everything that happened, I swallowed, unsure what to call Mrs. Norouzi.

      She smiled at me and said, “You’re up early.”

      I held up the glass bottle I bought for Joshua as I said, “Just getting a bottle before Joshua wakes up.”

      She turned to walk with me and asked, “May I join you?”

      Hopefully there was no quiz on names. She walked in step with me as I said, “Of course. He needs the glass ones because he couldn't get enough suction with the plastic to get enough to eat. Hopefully he loves the breast milk, because the poor little guy gets gassy, and I feel so sorry for him.”

      “I bought a subscription last night, so he’ll always have the best,” she said quickly. She linked arms with me and said, “Parvis and I planned to go to the Panama Canal. If you or my son need our help, we can change our plans.”

      Cyrus’s father was Parvis. I’d remember that.

      Then, as we reached the top step, Cyrus said, “We’ll be fine, Maman. Tell Pedar I hope you both have a wonderful time.”

      I lowered my head quickly. I shouldn't gawk at him. My sister never mentioned she’d chosen the handsomest man she ever met, not that I’d have believed her.

      And I was the new hired help. This was the first job in my life that I needed to keep, so I wasn't about to fuck it up on the first day.

      I moved to leave, but his mother held me tight as she said, “With all our sons now fully grown, my husband and I spend all our time together, but the long trip will be fun.”

      The zip in my veins wasn’t good, though I knew it was from both Cyrus and his mother. I wasn’t sure when was the last time someone held me like they wanted me close. My customers at the diner hardly noticed I was there, and my roommates and I never associated beyond paying the rent.

      I mumbled, “I’m sure a vacation will be great.”

      She laughed and said, “You’re sweet. I’m glad you’re here with us.”

      We all walked into the nursery. Joshua stretched, already the king of the castle here. I moved toward him, but Cyrus gripped my wrist and said to his mother, “Thank you. I’ll give you time alone with your grandson.”

      I handed over the bottle. Joshua would be fine.

      And being held by Cyrus sent a thrill zinging through me. No man had ever rocked me to my very core this way, and we weren’t even in bed.

      I tugged myself free to stifle the hormonal response that could never be expressed and paused at my door.

      Last night clothes had appeared in my room as if by magic, and in my size. I bit my lips, because asking was rude, but then had to ask, “Cyrus, did you order those clothes for me?”

      He shrugged. “It’s the custom in our house to ensure our guests have everything they need.”

      I lifted my chin and held my breath so he couldn't see me trembling.

      His dark eyes were so expressive, and my knees would have given out on me if I hadn't been holding onto the door. I swallowed and said, “So they’re just borrowed. Okay, I can live with that.”

      He laughed like I just told him a joke, and then patted my arms and shook his head. “Whatever we bought is yours to keep. We don’t recycle underwear to give to random people.”

      My eyes widened and I inhaled. Then I giggled while a hot blush covered my face. “That’s not what I meant. I should be horrified.”

      He winked and said, “I’ll come get you in twenty minutes, so you have time to shower and change.”

      Right. Work. The Norouzis must have a plan. I saluted him and said, “I’ll be ready to watch Joshua.”

      He tilted his head like he hadn’t understood me and said, “I spent most of my night in there with him, and this morning we’re letting Maman and Pedar have a few hours before they leave.”

      Today was turning out to be the most confusing day I’d had in forever. I turned to leave, but then I stopped myself, kept my head down and said, “Of course. Why do you call your mom and dad Maman and Pedar?”

      His lips curved higher, and he said, “Maman means 'mom,' and Pedar means 'father.' When we were children, we called Pedar 'baba,' but once we turned five or six, he became Pedar.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him his mother’s name, but I adjusted my collar and said, “That’s cool. Give me a few minutes.”

      I scurried inside before he could say anything else. Once the door clicked shut behind me, I threw myself on the bed and covered my head with a pillow.

      Maybe it was the depressing start to my day, but I didn’t feel like I could be myself here.

      However, I stripped, leaving my clothes in a trail behind me, and went to shower in my en suite room.

      A shower usually woke me up, and I sighed to myself when I realized the showerhead above me rained water while the one coming out of the wall was more like a normal showerhead, but controlled with a lever, which was way nicer than the simple twist knob I’d always used.

      I forgot myself and thought about Cyrus.

      His kiss must make an entire body… who was I kidding… those lips of his on mine would make me melt faster than butter on hotcakes.

      I turned off the water to stop any further thoughts about my new boss.

      We’d have to talk, first so I could find out whether I could quit the diner, because I wasn’t sure about this job's benefits, pay, or anything. As I showered, I reminded myself I was here to ensure he bonded with Joshua.

      I also wanted to make sure that even if he married some uptight woman and he and his wife had children of their own, he wouldn't abandon Joshua.

      Elijah knocking on my door when he was eighteen and then moving out weeks later had been more heartbreaking for me than our parents’ death.

      I’d hoped he’d be okay until that happened. Once Leah and he had reconnected, though, I was left out.

      On one level I didn't mind, because drinking was never my escape.

      I shook off the thoughts when I put on music from my old phone and swayed my hips. Music usually took my mind off my troubles and when I danced to the closet, I found a cute blue day dress. I giggled to myself while I dressed, not caring that the hem stopped high on my thighs, way higher than I was used to. I was lost in the music as I picked up the mess I left on the floor while I swayed.

      The music made me bounce and picking up my dirty laundry was the closest to twerking I’d ever do. The dress flipping with me made me feel like a star.

      Then I heard Cyrus. My skin grew goose bumps as I straightened quickly, tugging my dress down.

      Heat rushed through me. Had he seen my butt and new panties?

      

      His hands were relaxed at his sides, but he gazed at my waist a moment longer before meeting my eyes and saying, “Looks like you’re ready.”

      Oh, no. My hips aren't perfect, since the diner foods I ate most of the time were usually fried. My heart raced, but I walked over and joined him.

      I tugged on the hem of my dress and said, “I haven't worn a dress in… I don’t even remember. It was probably high school.”

      He offered his arm and said, “You don’t have to.”

      Oh, goodness. Even if I looked horrible and a fraud, I’d see this through. I put my hands on my hips and asked, “Do my legs offend you?”

      He winked and glanced up and down my body as he said, “Not at all. They're a very sexy part of you that I can’t help but notice. Are you ready to go?”

      I blushed so hard I was sweating for a second. I hadn’t meant to flirt. But I took his proffered arm and walked beside him as I said, “Politeness is nice.”

      We passed the nursery. “Where are we going? The baby is that way.”

      He tilted his head in the direction we were walking. “He’s downstairs. We have a few hours to go and get your picture taken.”

      I tensed as I raised my eyebrow. “You were serious last night?”

      “I’m always very serious,” he said, and his wide-eyed stare made me fall silent.

      I had nothing to say to that, but as we stepped out, I spotted his silver Aston Martin, and he opened the door for me.

      For a split second I imagined I was off to a casino with a British spy. However, I shrugged it off and slipped in. Might as well pretend this was normal. Cyrus sat in the driver's seat and checked all his mirrors.

      I watched his profile. And then I said, “You’d never have made a successful match with my sister.”

      This time it felt like my whole body blushed, I was so hot. I cringed in my seat because I hadn't meant to bring up my sister with him.

      The pang in my heart was that she’d hurt someone who for some reason I trust.

      He lowered his voice and said, “Speaking of, if you need anything for the funerals, just let me know and I’ll take care of it.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I wrinkled my nose, but it was time to explain the arrangements. It was cheapest this way, so I shrugged and said, “I want them cremated, and then I’ll scatter their ashes on the ocean with my parents.”

      We stopped at a photo shop. I hopped out before he said anything else. However, when he joined me a moment later, he offered his hand and said, “I’ll do whatever you want.”

      He opened the door, but I met his gaze and ignored how safe I felt with him and said, “Death is coming for all of us eventually. It’s inevitable. Although honestly, I’m still in shock.”

      Nothing else was said except when he directed us to stand for a passport photo, where I concentrated on the photographer's instructions.

      Once I was done with the few snaps, like when I got my driver’s license, I returned to stand with Cyrus. He pressed his hand on mine and said, “I tried hard to get Leah to open up to me.”

      I took my hand back and shook my head. The cashier gave me the two copies, and I rolled my eyes at the photos and then handed them over as I said, “See? I take horrible pictures.”

      “These are adorable,” he said, and slipped them into his pocket.

      I glanced up at the sky. The ocean was close. Maybe today I’d sneak over to look at it, possibly when I took Joshua on one of our strolls. I peeked over my shoulder at Cyrus as we walked out. “I’ve never been adorable. That’s how we describe little girls.”

      He jogged and walked next to me to the parking lot. “I bet you were even more adorable then.”

      I stopped. For a second it was like we were flirting. If he was anyone else, I’d have indulged, but as I reached for my door, I asked, “Were you this charming with Leah?”

      Then I slipped inside the car and closed the door, cringing because I’d brought her up again. I hadn’t wanted to be jealous. Why can't I keep my stupid mouth shut?

      He joined me in the car but didn’t start it right away. He kept his hands on the wheel but said, “I hardly knew her. Even though you and I are discussing things today and only met last night, I have to say you and I probably know each other better than I knew Leah.”

      And I knew there'd been no longing, no genuine attraction, on Leah’s part. I reached out and brushed my hand across his shoulder and down his muscular arm as I said, “That’s so sad. For a long time, I lost touch with my glamorous sister because she didn’t want me around.”

      He turned the air conditioner on. I sighed with appreciation, since it was getting warm outside, but then he asked, “Why not?”

      I’d never be perfect. I’d never wanted to cover up my pain and pretend to be something I’m not. Granted, Leah was the smart, determined to be successful, and now just gone sister. A tear trickled down my face, and I glanced out the window. But because this was Cyrus, the truth tumbled out. “I’m not her speed. I’ve never wanted to be more than I am, but when Joshua was born and she realized she couldn’t do it alone, she found me.”

      “I’m glad you reconnected,” he said, and started the car. “And that you were there to watch out for Joshua.”

      I deliberately blanked my face and breathed slowly and deeply for a minute or two. When I was certain I could hold it together, I said, “Me too. Her and Elijah both… But we weren’t like you and your family. We weren’t… close.”

      He drove back to the estate and, as we passed the gates, he said, “Well, our lives are changing. This afternoon we’ll have a dance class.”

      I wasn’t designed to be anyone’s partner on a floor or in life. But I kept that to myself and asked, “Who's going to watch Joshua?”

      He parked and said, “He can come. Music is good for all of us, I think.”

      Right. If I was holding a baby, maybe my libido would stop wanting the impossible.

      We got out, once again me letting myself out first. As he joined me, I said, “Cyrus, I like you, but don’t push.”

      “I never push.” He said it like I’d offended him.

      I shook my head and took a step toward the door, but glanced back at him as I said, “Somehow I don’t believe you, but it seems it's time to go in now.”

      “One second,” he called.

      I paused and turned back toward him. Part of me wanted to wrap my arms around him and throw caution to the wind, but I only gripped my hands at my waist as I asked, “What do you want?”

      He stepped closer, and it was like he had the power to make the entire world disappear while he focused on me as he said, “I want you to trust me. I’m here for you.”

      I reached out and rested my hand on his chest. I was tingling all over, but I gazed up, aching to kiss him or hold him tight. Either way, I knew we’d never do any of those things, so I said, “I like the idea, but trust takes time.”

      He held me for a second while he said, “Just don’t shut me out.”

      I looked down and stepped back, crossing my arms while I shook my head and said, “I’m not my sister, though I do know exactly how being shut out feels. We didn’t speak for five years until she needed my help.”

      He stopped beside me and asked, “And you simply forgave her?”

      For some unknown reason, the truth continued to spill out of me. I reached for the door handle to get away, but didn't get out while I said, “She was all I had, and it was nice, even for a little while, to have people who needed me, even if it was just temporary. Now let’s go in.”

      With that I pushed open the door. I was only here for today, probably. What mattered was Joshua, not me, not Cyrus, not what I wished or wanted.

      The truth was plain. We weren’t from the same universe, and I needed to keep reminding myself of that.
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      Of course. I had to have my butt in the air right when Cyrus walked into my bedroom earlier… oh, God, the moment replayed in my mind like a viral horror story while I stared at him.

      The dress was hopefully long enough to cover my butt, but I wasn’t sure as I made my way back upstairs to the nursery. His mother handed Joshua to me, and I held him close.

      He smelled clean and fresh, and the warmth he shared with me filled me with joy.

      Joshua had been the only purpose in my life for months now. I’d been avoiding living my own life, and then he needed me.

      If we were alone, I’d have taken him out. I whispered as I cupped his head, “Joshua enjoys walks on the beach.”

      Cyrus called out behind me, “You can write his singles ad when he’s ready, but let’s go to the beach.”

      “Okay.” I whirled around, and his delighted smile made me all tingly. Every time I wondered what his kiss might be like, I went all achy with need and was absolutely not sad.

      When he went to the closet and took out a baby carrier made to wear on his back, I asked, “You want to carry him in that?”

      He nodded, all excited and proud of himself. “I’m wearing this.”

      I narrowed my gaze as I rocked the baby. “To me they're more constraining than just holding him, plus it’s extra-hot on a beach, but if you want...”

      He laughed and then reached for his son. I squeezed Joshua once more, but then handed him over as his father said, “I’ve seen these in movies. I got this. You go change into a swimsuit.”

      My arms felt empty without Joshua, so I clutched my arms around my waist and looked down. “He shouldn’t go in the water.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to him.”

      My knees went weak, like he was taking me out too, though he’d only meant his son. I glanced up and wondered what his muscles would look like out in the sun as I said, “Okay. You need to change too.”

      He held Joshua in his big hands as he said, “Meet you downstairs in five minutes.”

      “Done,” I said as I watched them leave.

      Part of me wished I’d met him before my sister did, because then the fantasy of him holding me in his arms and laying me down on the bed to make me his wouldn't feel like I was stealing from my sister. I’d never, ever been jealous of anything she had in her life, until Cyrus.

      I shook my head to rid myself of the dream and returned to my room to figure out what I had that worked as beachwear.

      Normally I wore my cutoff jeans and whatever T-shirt I had in my closet. And I’d hate to ruin the blue dress I had on now. As I opened the drawers, I found a few bathing suits in my size. The Dos Gardenias blue one was gorgeous, and I figured I might as well wear my favorite color. When I shimmied into it, it fit like a glove.

      I grabbed the beach cover-up that was sheer but darker blue, so it worked, and hurried out in new matching flip-flops. Accepting these clothes helped me fit into Joshua’s world, so I wouldn't complain or second-guess Cyrus's motives.

      Truthfully, I wondered what it would be like to be Cyrus’s equal. He was a sexy, sweet man, and made my mouth water with pent-up desire, way more than anyone else I'd ever known.

      His mother was with him at the door, so I stayed on the top step while they hugged and she said, “We’re sorry we have to go. If either of you need anything, call me.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Cyrus said.

      Once I heard the front door close, I went down and joined Cyrus and Joshua.

      He was wearing the baby carrier and no shirt, just gray swim trunks.

      When I got close to Cyrus, the air smelled spicier, and I swallowed and said, “Earlier, when I was bouncing around my room, I was picking up laundry, not trying to seduce you.”

      “Now that would be fun.” He laughed and showed me the baby bag. I grabbed it since he had Joshua. He then said, “But I’m sorry I barged in. I knocked, but the music was loud—”

      “I’m sorry about that, too,” I interrupted, though the idea of him wanting to back me up against the foyer wall was giving me goose bumps.

      I shook my head, hard, when he opened the door and we headed out. He placed his hand on my shoulder and said, “Don’t be. How would you feel about spending some time on the family's private island so I can bond with my son without distraction?”

      “Private island?” I asked. I heard my voice go up in pitch.

      He glanced at my legs and then up at me as he said, “It would just be the three of us plus some staff.”

      Work. Staff. I was staff. We walked onto his private beach, and my heart swelled. No one was here except us, and there was a cave that looked like it also had an ocean opening inside. We walked around the cave opening while I kept my focus on the horizon as I said, “Okay. We do need to have a discussion soon about pay, expectations, boundaries, that kind of thing, but I want to settle my sister’s affairs.”

      “Of course,” he said, his voice low.

      I trembled at its deep resonance, but I said, “So I'll need two more days.”

      He winked while we walked closer to the shoreline. “Done. We need to wait for your passport anyhow.”

      I glanced in front of us at the setup of beach chairs and umbrella. We walked toward it like it was for us as I went up and down on my toes and said, “Oh, okay.”

      He handed me Joshua so he could take off the baby carrier.

      His sculpted body made my mouth water, but I giggled when I saw the clear, red sweat spot where the carrier must have pressed against him. He put the carrier on the side table under the umbrella as he said, “No. And since you asked, I expect you to be with me and Joshua around the clock, so room and board are part of whatever number we decide on.”

      I sat but refused to relax back on the comfortable chair. I’d never been able to just lie on the beach. Relaxing with nothing to do felt uncomfortable and unnatural. I glanced down and saw Joshua’s lips smacking.

      Cries were next if I didn’t anticipate him, and he needed a bottle. I put it in his mouth and then scooted farther back so he’d be comfortable as I said, “At the diners I work at, I usually make around a hundred dollars a day after tips. Some days more, some less.”

      Cyrus sat down in the chair next to me as he said, “That’s not enough. We’ll start you at one hundred thousand.”

      My vision blurred for a second, and my body buzzed as I sat up straighter. I glanced over, and he seemed to be enjoying the sun. My heart raced as I said, “That’s way too much.”

      “I expect your utmost attention,” he said and didn’t even blink.

      The little boy in my arms was why I was here. Cyrus was a fantasy, and I needed to figure out how to handle my one-sided attraction to him as I asked in the most professional manner I could muster, “And you need me for how long?”

      He turned his face toward me, the curve of his mouth deepening. My skin had goose bumps that ached for his attention and my breathing slowed and deepened, like I’d store up air for kisses. Then I blinked when he said, “As long as we can handle it. Although eventually I’ll have to be a doctor again.”

      I shook a little, hoping he didn’t notice I was blushing about my crazy wishes, but Joshua needed to be settled. I gazed at the baby and remembered how my brother’s life had been ruined. I would never let Joshua suffer that fate, so I said, “So it’s until you get married.”

      He beckoned for me to get up and give him the baby, and since Joshua had finished his bottle, I gave him back.

      Then Cyrus said, as he brushed against my arms, “I’m not dating anyone, if that’s your question.”

      Every cell in my body ached for him, and I glanced up at him while I hugged myself, “No, that’s not it. I need to be clear about our boundaries and my position.”

      “Position.”

      I wasn’t sure why he repeated what I just said, but my hairs stood on end. I didn’t blink when I said, “Yes. I can handle being a nanny to Joshua.”

      He beckoned for me to go with him to the water's edge. Holding Joshua close to his shoulder, he looked up and down at me and said, “I haven’t been clear with you, then.”

      Goose bumps ran chills all over me as I asked, “What do you mean?”

      He came closer, and my heart hammered as he said, “I want us to be a team for Joshua, and I feel a job will help you accept being in our lives.”

      “It’s true,” I said quickly. I could barely breathe. I was here for the baby, nothing else.

      We stood looking out at the horizon while waves crashed at our feet. Then he glanced down at me and said, “What’s also true is I’m attracted to you, and it’s your lips and sexy body that stir me.”

      Whoa. My head felt light. Another wave went up to my ankles, but I said to him, “That shouldn’t matter.”

      He didn’t even blink. “I always get what I want.”

      If only we were possible. Navigating my life was like overcoming one disaster after another. I took a step into the water and gazed at the horizon. Then I said, “Well, I never allow myself to want anything. I’m not Leah, always setting myself up for disappointment.”

      I took a deep breath. I hadn't meant to bring up my sister. I never wanted to copy anything she did. To be honest, until Cyrus and Joshua, I’d never allowed myself to wish and dream for anyone or anything. The longing I experienced now was unexpected, and sent shockwaves through me, stealing my ability to hide.

      Cyrus reached out to take my hand and said, “Your sister found me at a bar when she came out of a conference. And yes, she came to my room, and I’m sorry she died.”

      Thinking about Cyrus had helped me avoid stressing about how alone I now was. I took his offered hand and welcomed the spark when it sizzled through me. My cheeks felt hot as I said, very firmly, “She wasn’t interested in you beyond your wallet. We didn’t have the best childhood.”

      We walked in the surf, and I swallowed back the discomfort because I just told him more of my truth than anyone, ever.

      Cyrus said, “My brother Elon thought Leah was brilliant when he hired her. And he told me she was shutting me out.”

      He knew very little about her. My sister was the smart and pretty one, but she never cared who she destroyed as long as she got what she wanted.

      And none of us were taught right from wrong by any sort of example.

      My life as a waitress had been lonely until she came back in my life, but, unlike her, I’d refused to ever manipulate people the way our mother had done. I always told myself simplicity was its own reward, but maybe I’d lied to myself to avoid living.

      My stomach twisted. It wasn’t right to think this way. Leah took me in as her family, and that was enough… until now.

      I had to swallow before I could say, “She was. She had a timeline. In a few weeks she’d have let you hold Joshua, but just for a few minutes, because she knew you're family-oriented.”

      He squeezed my hand and then used his shoulder to turn us back to the built path while he said, “We should get to the pier to wave my parents off, and then come back for lunch.”

      Time flew, and I admitted to myself that talking about Leah was dragging the day down for both of us. I vowed stop thinking about my sister, and I appreciated his self-control. He’d always seemed sincere when he said he was sorry my sister died.

      He was clearly one of the good ones. I ignored how my pulse zipped as I said, “Let’s go.”

      When we turned the pier, he leaned closer to me and said, “Later we’ll discuss exactly what I want from you.”

      I sighed. It was good he was holding the baby, because for a second, I imagined he’d say something about us being naked together, or us being a family. It would be so amazing to be his.
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      Cyrus

      

      At the beach Sarah reminded me that she was still grieving over her loss. Leah’s motivations regarding me no longer mattered, but Sarah needed closure. More than a few of my heart patients ended up seeing me because they’d never found closure after a trauma.

      My heart raced when I thought for a second that my son might have been in that car, but when Sarah walked into the hospital carrying him last night, it was like all my prayers had been answered.

      She was without a doubt the sexiest woman I’d ever met, but the pain in her eyes was palpable. I’d wondered what I could do for her, or whether I should just leave her alone. For now I decided to do what I can. There was a faster option for the religious wishes when it came for death rituals. I’d made this call before, and I could help. I glanced at Sarah and asked, “Will you hold Joshua so I can make a quick call?”

      “Of course,” she said, and reached into my arms to take the baby.

      When she held him, I imagined she was his mother. She nurtured him like she was, and if she was the mother and I was the dad, then we’d be close to fucking perfect as a family.

      And I’d get to have her anytime and anywhere.

      I made a quick call, but then my contact texted. I sent my request, and he confirmed. Once I was done, I put my phone back and nodded at her.

      She tilted her head and said, “You just texted.”

      When she smiled at me, she made me the world whole. I shrugged and fought the urge to hug her when I said, “It’s easier. Can I have him back?”

      She kissed Joshua’s forehead and said, “He’s your son, and it’s really sweet how much you want to hold him.”

      Sweet wasn’t often used to describe me. She made my skin buzz, but we walked back to the docks as I said, “I've wanted him since the day I found out about him at the carnival.”

      Her lips pinched, and she muttered, “Public place so as not to make a scene.”

      My heart slowed down for a second as I asked, “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said and forced a smile. Then she pointed, like she was glad to have an excuse to walk faster, as she said, “There are your parents.”

      Part of me knew I should leave Sarah alone. However, she was the sweet one in our duo, not me. And it would be nice to taste her.

      We’d start with a kiss, and I wouldn't take her fast. Sarah would be a gentle, slow kiss. So I needed to figure out how to take my time and win her heart.

      My mother waved and said, “Come aboard for a few minutes.”

      The second we stepped on board my father held opened his arms to hold the baby. I went in his direction while my mother showed Sarah around inside. Sarah went along with her, but I heard her tell Maman, “Your ship is gorgeous.”

      Pedar shooed me away, like he wanted a few minutes alone with the baby in the command center, so I joined the women just as Maman said, “It’s a yacht. Maybe Cyrus can take you on his when you go to the island.”

      My mother gave me a bright smile. Sarah’s eyes were wide as she asked, “You have a yacht?”

      I rested my hand on her shoulder as I said, “We all do. Mom and Dad decided if we each got one as a holiday present, we could get together more often.”

      Sarah gave me a playful bump with her hip and said, “That’s awesome.”

      When my father pressed the button for the horn, it was his signal that he wanted to depart. I left the women, hugged Pedar, took my son, and went to find Maman and Sarah in the galley sipping tea and sampling snacks. I kissed my mom goodbye and helped Sarah off the ship.

      Once we were back on land, though, we paused next to the ship. I asked her, “What’s the nicest Christmas present you ever got?”

      She rocked on her feet and then gave me a bigger smile. “A teddy bear. I called him Mr. Teddy. He’s gone now.”

      Sarah must have been adorable as a girl with her bear. I asked her, “What did he look like?”

      She let out a small laugh, like she was lost in the past as she spoke, and then said, “Soft, light brown hair, about the length of your forearm.”

      I’d have to find another for her.

      My parents came together and then waved. I called out, “Bon voyage Maman, Pedar.”

      “Be good to Sarah,” my father added, at the top of his lungs, so they probably heard him in town or across the bay.

      Sarah had a cute blush, but she called back to them, “Aww, thank you both for your wonderful hospitality.”

      “See you soon, okay?” I said and nodded to them.

      Pedar unhooked the rope.

      We waited and waved until they were underway.

      Now we were alone.

      She turned toward me and said, “I’m sure you’ll miss them.”

      When Joshua chose that moment to start fussing, Sarah took out a bottle and I handed her the baby as I said, “They’ll be back in a few weeks.”

      She let Joshua drink while she held him. I had no idea how she was able to make it look so easy. She said, “Let’s get Joshua home, because it’s getting to be time for his nap.”

      “You know best,” I agreed. If he napped after food, he was lucky. As we walked toward the house, I winked at Sarah as I said, “And besides, you and I have a dance lesson.”

      She straightened her spine and then blinked. “What about lunch on the beach?”

      The staff could easily rearrange things. I shrugged, “We’ll have it in the garden instead.”

      We were on our way home along the beach path when her phone rang.

      I beckoned to hold Joshua. She put him in my arms and made sure he was still able to suck on the bottle. I held him as she directed, and then she let go and called back whoever called her.

      They answered and her eyes widened, so I assumed it was my contact for burials, especially when she said, “You do?” More words were spoken to her, but then she nodded and said, “That’s fast… okay, please just do the normal one. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”

      She turned off her phone and then rubbed the back of her.

      I asked, “Everything okay?”

      She nodded, but then bounced on her feet. “I’m confused, but it’s fine. It’s good.”

      I brushed her shoulder and asked, “What?”

      She gazed at me and seemed so innocent. “The death certificate came in early. I told them to proceed with the cremations.”

      I absolutely wanted to follow through on my plan. If I had her heart, then maybe we’d be forever. As we neared the front door, I asked quietly, “Do you want to be there?”

      She glowed with the sunlight behind her, making her seem even more gorgeous than she already was as she said, “No. I want to be here with you and Joshua.”

      I opened the door for her and said, “You mean you want to dance.”

      Her nose wrinkled as she said, “I didn’t say that.”

      I laughed and said, “You didn’t have to use words.”

      While we went right upstairs to Joshua's room, she asked, “You can read minds?”

      I just smiled and said, “No, just yours.”

      She chuckled. “You're funny.”

      Once we were in Joshua’s room, I put him in the crib. He didn’t move at all, his eyes still closed, as I whispered, “I’m glad you didn’t meet my brothers, then.”

      “Why?” she asked as she beckoned me to follow her out.

      I took one last glance at my son and closed the door before saying, “I’m the least funny of all.”

      Her nose wrinkled again, but then she patted my arm and said, “Maybe because you’re the sweetest.”

      I needed to earn a kiss from her. I’d never before met anyone who was both sexy and sweet in the same person. And she was helping me out, so we needed to be sure. I brushed her arm and said, “Time to change. We have to be in the ballroom.”

      Her face went white. “Think he’ll sleep?”

      I shrugged. Truthfully, I had no idea how babies slept, but said, “If we hear him wake up on the monitor, we’ll come up right away.”

      She nodded and held up her hand for a high-five. “Then you’re on.”

      She marched past me, but then she swayed her hips a bit more. For the first time in my life I wasn’t sure how a woman felt about me, and I was left hoping Sarah wanted me too. She was quickly becoming the most important person in my world.
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      Sarah

      

      I had trouble imagining what dancing with Cyrus might be like.

      My experience with two people swaying wasn’t anything formal, and no fancy steps were needed. And I doubted this would be night club-style, with the short skirts I’d passed when I worked as a caterer and watched the hookup rituals.

      Clubbing had seemed more like a drunken game where people found partners for an evening and a night.

      I shimmied into the blue dress and rummaged around on the floor of the closet and unearthed the perfect pair of high heels.

      Based on what I'd seen watching dance on TV and in the movies, women needed to wear heels to get some of the moves right.

      I glanced at myself in the mirror and decided to use some of the powder and creams in the bathroom, so I would look the best I could.

      Cyrus wasn’t the beer-and-a-movie-on-TV type, which was the closest I ever had to a boyfriend, though Gage hadn’t ever made me all achy and tingly the way Cyrus did.

      I glanced out at the empty beach and sighed. The only piece of beach I’d gone to near here was always full of people, but Cyrus's family had a dock, yachts, a cave, and private beach, and we were planning to visit what sounded like an isolated island.

      Then I double-checked to make sure I had my cell so I could listen for Joshua and hurried back downstairs, determined to enjoy the moment of living this wonderful life. Soon I’d go back to hoping for invisibility in my normal world. But that wasn’t now. Today I had Cyrus, Joshua, and the perks of a life no one I knew ever experienced.

      I came down to find a courier in the foyer delivering an envelope with my name on it. I paused to open it and read the paperwork. I blinked and asked myself, “What’s this?”

      Cyrus’s voice behind me said, “Your passport confirmation receipt. A courier collected your birth certificate with the key you gave them. Now we should have it tomorrow morning so we can sail out ourselves.”

      Right. I’d forgotten about filling out the forms and handing my keys over this morning.

      I turned to see he was wearing gray pants and a white shirt. My legs felt like spaghetti for just a second, but I steeled my spine and asked, “Sail?”

      He rested his hand on my back and directed me back through the house to the grand room.

      The furniture had been pushed to the side, along with rolled-up rugs. We were overlooking the ocean, and the windows were all open to let in the sea air. This was our makeshift ballroom, and a quiver shot through me.

      He clearly had no idea how charmed I was by everything when he said, “You seemed so excited by the idea that I had maintenance take the ship out to clean it up for our trip.”

      His parents’ yacht was big enough for forty. I wasn’t sure about Cyrus or even how to help on a ship, but I had to ask, “Is it safe for Joshua if we have to, um, hoist a sail?”

      An older woman who was clearly the instructor came in and set up the music.

      Cyrus didn’t even blink as he said, “The rocking boat should help him sleep, and we have our own bedrooms, plus the staff that handles all the heavy work. And it’s just for two days, until we get to the island.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. In a minute he’d touch me. The house with lived-in furniture and pictures of the parents with the children showed his family really lived here, like normal people who were lucky enough to have more. I stilled as soft music cycled in the air, and said, “My life before you was riding the subway to catch a bus to get here.”

      Cyrus offered his hand to walk with me to the center of the room as he said, “Well I’m happy you made the sacrifice. And speaking of, we have bicycles if you want to venture out on one again. For now, our teacher is ready for us.”

      The woman walked toward me, and my jitters made me blurt out, “I’ve never had a formal dance lesson.”

      She directed me to put my arm on his muscular shoulder, sending a rush through me while he lifted my other arm and locked his elbow higher. The teacher reached behind me to adjust my stance and hold as she said, “You let him lead. He steps forward, you step backwards.”

      He took a step forward and I stepped on his foot. My pulse zipped and I shook my head, “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” he said, sounding like he meant it.

      The teacher put her leg back like I should have done and demonstrated the step as she said, “Just be graceful.”

      “I’ve never been that,” I said, but I studied her.

      Cyrus squeezed my palm and said, “You’re a natural, Sarah. Don’t belittle yourself.”

      All my life I’d gotten eyerolls if I shared my thoughts and jabs at how ridiculous I was. Grace was something women had in movies, but maybe it was me who wasn’t sure what anything meant or how I fit in it. I lifted my eyebrow and said, “I truly don't have any skills.”

      He whispered and made a gesture he was about to take a step again as he said, “Sarah, be kind to yourself, the way you are with Joshua.”

      Kind, and not the one who ruins all plans when I never said a word or joined in on a scheme. My eyes widened, but I stepped backwards as he went forward. It was like he understood me, as he guided me to go one way and I followed. I let out a sigh and asked, “How do you know that about me?”

      He rested his head next to mine and said, “You’re easy to read.”

      My heart raced, but I continued to follow him as I said, “Probably true. I never learned how to run my mother's scams. She thought I was a hopeless idiot. So did everyone else in the family. Being alone taught me I didn’t have to hear about how stupid I sounded all the time. I liked the silence, but not the loneliness.”

      Cyrus was like a truth fountain, and I couldn’t stop letting everything tumble of my mouth.

      The teacher clapped and said, “You’re a natural.”

      I could feel the blush reddening my face as the music ended and we stopped. I shook my head and said, “Now you’re both being kind.”

      Cyrus pressed against my arm and the goose bumps swarmed again while he asked, “Do you want to be my dance partner in the competition at the end of the month?”

      Partners with Cyrus made no sense. I wasn’t anyone’s partner. I squinted as I said, “I’m not that good.”

      He winked, a grin lurking around his mobile mouth as he said, “We’ll practice every day, so we don’t fall down, but it’s mostly for fun. I don’t need to win.”

      Maybe I’d get to live out a little of my fantasy of being Cyrus’s for real while we danced. And if we weren’t going because we had to win, there was no pressure. I nodded, “Fun is something I’d love to have more of in my life.”

      “Then you’re in,” he said, and nodded to the teacher.

      I did the same and smiled as I said, “I’m in.”

      The teacher and he discussed a schedule and virtual meetings online until my rumbling stomach announced it was time for lunch—in spite of my best efforts to keep it quiet.

      A moment later the teacher left, and he rested his hand on my back again as he said, “Now you must be hungry.”

      Perfect. I walked beside him, past a huge dining room that must hold a hundred people. My eyes widened at the one table. I’d only seen tables like it in historical movies and thought they stopped making them centuries ago.

      I held my breath until I burst out with, “This is all too much for me.”

      We emerged outside on the patio, where a buffet was set up that would feed a party, though there were only two of us. I swallowed, but he said, “You only eat what you want. No one’s going to be upset if you don’t touch a thing.”

      He handed me a plate, and I held it to my heart as I asked, “What happens to the rest?”

      He took a plate for himself and said, “Staff eats, and then they send leftovers to the food bank.”

      I ignored the salad, and he put some cucumbers on his plate as he asked, “Are you going to continue to gawk, or fill up before Joshua wakes up?”

      Right. I chose the lamb, because it wasn’t something I’d ever order for myself, and added mint jelly and a side of mashed potatoes. We sat a small patio off the dining room at a table that overlooked the ocean, and he put his phone out with the baby monitor running. Staff served us iced tea and water, and I pointed to the room behind him with the kind of table where countries ended wars and signed treaties and said, “That dining hall we passed earlier is huge.”

      He took a sip of his water and said, “We only use it when all the family is here. Maman insisted we have a dining hall with enough room for all future wives and grandchildren. When we pointed out she couldn’t predict that number, she insisted she was happy to go back to the store and be proven wrong. We stopped discussing the table after that.”

      “Pressure is kind of cute on you when you talk about your mom.” I put my napkin on my lap and picked up my fork to discover the meat was tender and fell apart in my mouth. I licked my lips and ate more. When I finished the meat, and took a minute to digest the perfection, I said, “I’ve never had a family like most people see on TV, and you clearly have lived.”

      He raised his eyebrow and asked, “Do you want a family?”

      Like his? Sure. His mother hugged me and asked about me. But until Cyrus brought me here, no one had hugged me in years. I lifted my chin and said, “I agreed to stay with you because I want you to bond with Joshua.”

      “My son is the most precious gift I’ve ever been given,” he said.

      We ate in more silence. I finished everything on my plate and glanced up at him.

      With his pronounced cheekbones, he truly was handsome. But it was more than good looks with him. I'd been honest with him so far.

      I took a sip of my water and decided to talk.

      Words flowed out of me, “My brother and I had different fathers. He was younger, after my mother had decided she’d pick a better man to father her next child. Some months we all lived off the child support meant for him. Then his father got married, had children with the new wife, and when my brother was sent to live with them at sixteen, he was no longer interested in raising his son.”

      I gulped the rest of my drink. I’d never talked about my life growing up. Then when my sister became a successful doctor, I realized no one would ever believe me. So I never talked, and I only shared the tip of the iceberg— until now.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      I reached across the table and squeezed his hand while I said, “It’s not your fault. I only told you this because I want you to know why I agreed to come here. I don’t want to ever take advantage of you.”

      He beckoned, and staff put ice cream brownie sundaes in front of us.

      My pulse zipped. I’d never been on an ice cream date before… not that we were on a date.

      I picked up the clean spoon.

      He whispered and said, “You’re not the kind to take advantage, Sarah. I didn’t have to invite you in the limo that night. I did it because I want the best for Joshua and for me, and I realized right away that included you.”

      I tilted my head to study his expression while awareness zipped through me. “Why? What happened to you that you'd trust a total stranger like me?”

      He gave a half shrug. “My instincts about people are never wrong.”

      “That’s a bold statement,” I said, and then we both devoted the attention they deserved to our sundaes. The ice cream was fresh and clearly not the cheap stuff in plastic served at the diner where I worked. And the brownie tasted freshly baked.

      I gobbled my desert like I’d never had ice cream before.

      Dessert finished, Cyrus sat back and said, “In time people always reveal their character. The biggest issue I see regularly is grief that has been so internalized it affects the heart.”

      Cyrus was a sweet man, and he noticed details about people most of us stopped caring about. I smiled and asked, “Why did you go to medical school?”

      He whispered and glanced around. “Come closer. I don’t want the staff to report my answer.”

      I moved my chair and settled beside him. The hairs stood on end where our arms touched, but I whispered, “Okay, here I am.”

      He moved closer, and our knees touched. For a second, I couldn’t breathe. Then he whispered, “My mother pushed and said being a doctor was a respectable job if I didn’t want to do business like my father.”

      I was speechless. I’d expected much bigger secrets. “That’s it?”

      He nodded but kept his voice low. “I kept specializing because I wasn’t looking for work.”

      My sister had been driven while she was in medical school, on a mission to prove she was always the best of the best. I tried to stifle a grin as I tapped his forearm. “Wow, so you were wasting your time.”

      He shrugged and said, “Elon’s inspired me, though. He’s started a practice that specializes in women’s health, and he’s taking it national. If I did that, I’d combine business and my specialty, only it would be for heart patients.”

      What would it be like to kiss him? I couldn’t quite figure it out beyond knowing it would be sweeter than ice cream. He had options, wasn’t looking for an excuse to do nothing, and he was a great doctor who noticed details about people.

      Joshua cried. We both jumped. I quickly said, “That helps people.”

      He then said, “My son is calling. Let’s go.”

      Right. It was harder to run in heels, but he grabbed my hand. Part of me was happy the baby interrupted, because honestly, I ached to kiss him. Thank goodness the interruption put a stop to that crazy urge.
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      Sarah

      

      While I sat with Cyrus in the playroom, he was trying to get Joshua to laugh. The baby's mouth moved, and cheeks crinkled like he was smiling, and that encouraged more joking.

      And for one second it was amazing. Cyrus was dependable, focused on his son, and, as I gazed at his profile, my lips tingled with the urge to kiss him.

      We were behaving like we were a family, and my heart stirred. Then Joshua closed his eyes and fell asleep. Cyrus scooped his son up and placed him in the crib.

      I beckoned for him to come with me out the door. Once we were outside, he leaned back against the wall, hands in his pockets, and said, “He sleeps so much.”

      I giggled and cupped his face. “You’re the doctor, so I'm sure you already know it's common at this age.”

      He glanced at the door like he’d rather go back in as he asked, “You’re sure?”

      I had the infant monitor in my pocket and gestured for him to join me on the steps. Night was falling, but it wasn’t late yet.

      And today had been such a perfect day. I’d never felt so peaceful when I said, “Infants sleep. While babysitting I’ve been getting some reading in, or resting, because he wakes up at odd hours in the night.”

      He put his arm around me and walked with me as he said, “I’m glad you’ve been there for him.”

      “Me too. He’s sweet,” I said as we mounted the stairs.

      My heart thumped, and I glanced up at him, wondering what he thought of me.

      If he meant what he said on the beach, then maybe I should kiss him. It would be nice to be wanted.

      However, the doorbell rang. Cyrus took his phone out and showed me the screen on his app as he said, “My brother Warren is here.”

      This was their parents’ house. I stopped short and said, “I’ll leave you alone.”

      He took my hand in his like he wanted me with him, and said, “Don’t. Come on down with me. It'll be fun. You’ll like Warren.”

      Liking his family wasn’t supposed to matter. We arrived at the door just when a blond man who was tall and could double for a movie star stepped in. He clapped Cyrus on the back and said, “Here’s the phone you ordered.”

      Cyrus had muscles, but he was leaner than Warren, and had that tall, dark and handsome swagger that melted my heart, but then he said, “Thanks. I didn’t know you were bringing it.”

      He shrugged and said, “I forgot the keys, so I figured I’d swing by to get them.”

      I glanced at the bag and guessed the phone was for me. My heart raced even faster, but I asked, “How did you get here if you forgot your car keys?”

      Cyrus waved for us to go to the grand room where we danced earlier.

      The furniture was back in place.

      Warren then said, “It’s for my motorcycle. You must be Sarah.”

      “I am.” I nodded at him.

      Warren stopped near the entryway, and said, “Maman says you're nice. Are you nice enough to let me see my nephew?”

      Ahh, so his family had already discussed me.

      My heart thundered, but I didn’t ask.

      Cyrus broke the tense moment by saying, “He’s sleeping. Let’s get a tea. When he’s up, he’s up.”

      Good. I nodded and gazed at Cyrus’s profile. He wasn’t just handsome, but he was stable. Plus, my body became alive when he glanced at me.

      Warren stood and said, “I can leave you two alone.”

      Cyrus's cheeks reddened, though I wasn’t sure why, but he said, “Stay. I insist.”

      “I agree,” I added.

      Warren shrugged and joined us on a couch as he said, “Insist? Well, then I have no choice.”

      I took the chair next to Cyrus, so the brothers were sharing the couch.

      Cyrus glanced at me.

      Warren pointed and asked, “Did my brother wink?”

      “So?” Cyrus asked, and swung toward his brother.

      The staff brought us all tea, but Warren didn’t notice when someone offered him a plate as he said, “He’s been unhappy for a while. It’s nice to see him smiling.”

      I took the tea, smiled, and thanked the server, who seriously could have been me in another life. Then I asked, “He was unhappy because of my sister?”

      Warren gulped the hot tea. Then he said, “Not all of us. He’s been like me in the past year, mulling over life choices.”

      He’d not said a word, but whatever he did, he’d be serious about it.

      Cyrus then gently slapped his brother’s arm and said, “Warren's telling you about how he’s thinking of quitting his job and traveling the world.”

      Warren’s lips thinned. “That’s not what I want. I want to prove to myself that I’m worthy.”

      Cyrus raised his eyebrow, gulped his hot tea fast and then said, “Of what? Inheriting Pedar’s money?”

      My drink needed more time to cool before I could use it as an excuse to pretend I wasn't listening.

      Fortunately, the baby monitor wailed at just that moment. I jumped and so did Cyrus. Warren tapped his leg and followed us as he said, “We must sound like spoiled brats. Time to meet my nephew.”

      I squeezed Cyrus’s arm and said, “I’ll get the bottle and meet you two in Joshua's room.”

      He nodded and I rushed to the kitchen.

      A few bottles were already made, and more of the bottle brand I’d bought in addition to the breast milk were now in the fridge, ready for us. I grabbed one and ran after the men.

      As I made it up the stairs, I realized Joshua wasn’t crying while Cyrus held him.

      His brother said, “Sarah’s pretty. Are you interested?”

      My heart raced, but I stilled, forgetting to breathe.

      Cyrus then said, “She is pretty—”

      No. I threw open the door because I didn’t want to hear his answer. I hated spying and lying. My skin broke out in goose bumps as I neared him and placed the bottle in the baby’s mouth as I said, “Let’s get you started feeding the baby.”

      Warren smiled and said, “He’s got Cyrus’s good looks, but I've got to go. You kids have fun.”

      Kids? His expression was casual, but he seemed more carefree than Cyrus.

      Or maybe it was me since I never had much of a sense of humor.

      I was concentrating on the question so hard, I almost missed it when Warren said goodbye and let himself out.

      Once I was alone with Cyrus again, the air tinged with electricity as I asked, “How come your brother is blond?”

      He shrugged. “Half my brothers were adopted, but that's never mattered. Family is family.”

      I took a deep, deep breath, maybe trying to inhale some of Cyrus's sweetness.

      If he truly felt that way, then maybe Joshua would have a better life than my brother. My lips curved as I said, “That’s sounds wonderful.”

      Cyrus directed us to nearby chairs, and rocked and fed his son as he said, “Don’t let Warren fool you with his wanting to run away.”

      “Why?” I asked and folded my hands.

      Cyrus gazed at his son while he said, “He’ll eventually marry and raise his own children.”

      “Sounds sweet.” I said and my eyes misted. Cyrus was one of those rare truly good men that I’d heard actually existed out in the world.

      He held the bottle higher and rocked while he said, “One day I’d like a wife and maybe more children.”

      My skin buzzed like he’d thought about me.

      Impossible. Though I glanced at the cutest baby I’d ever seen and said, “Just choose someone who loves Joshua.”

      “That’s a high probability.”

      His gaze twinkled when he said that.

      My lips tingled but I jumped up and asked, “Are you sure you want me to go with you to a private island?”

      He nodded. Then he reached down beside him. I hadn’t noticed he’d brought up the bag from downstairs, but he held it up for me and said, “Yes. This phone is for you.”

      “For me?” I asked as I accepted the bag and sat back down.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      I opened it to find the latest model cell phone, the one that came out this month. My stomach twisted, and I put it back in the bag and said, “I can’t accept gifts.”

      He reached out and patted my hand without taking the bag while he said, “It’s part of the job.” I raised my eyebrow, but he confirmed I was staff. I breathed easier, and then he said, “It’s so you can talk to anyone you like when we’re on the island and, even more important, you can have the app on your phone to watch Joshua.”

      “Well, okay, then,” I said. My pulse quickened as closeness wasn’t good for me in the long run. For a second, I wondered if I should stay with him.

      Then he said, “And I’m hoping you’ll be more open to gifts.”

      My skin zipped. I wasn’t ready to get involved. I wasn’t anything like who he'd need for his happily-ever-after, but if he asked, I’d agree. I swallowed and asked, “Why?”

      “I want to shower you with a few options.”

      Attention wasn’t something I understood but the way he gazes at me… damn. I’d never be able to walk away. I looked down and said, “I’m in over my head with you.”

      “Just take it one day at a time.”

      Right. He said that like he had no idea it was him that I’d be addicted to so entirely, not things. I could live without a lot, but my intense awareness of him set me off in entirely new ways. I massaged the back of my neck and said, “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

      “Good. Then get some sleep because we have a full day tomorrow.”

      I got to my feet and took the phone. and since Cyrus had rocked the baby to sleep, I could hear him in my room if he needed me.

      I was on my way out when I paused and said, “You’re a true gentleman, Cyrus. Good night.”

      “Good night,” he said.

      As I left, I wondered who I’d be if I had his family, his security, and his love. I winced at the word. I’d never have that, but I’d never had a goal of my own except to be honest. If I did, though, I’d never be sure who I’d become because, unlike him, I hadn't been given a family who stood by me the way his clearly did.
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      Cyrus

      

      The sun was bright outside my windows, which meant it was morning.

      I checked the baby monitor and saw Joshua wasn’t in his bed. However, I heard Sarah cooing at him, and she made me smile.

      My son had a good woman in his life already. I rose and cleaned myself up. Today I would whisk her away to my island, so we’d have a chance to connect—without interruptions.

      So I grabbed my cotton pants and T-shirt since we were spending the day on the high seas once she cleared everything up on her end.

      As I was about to head out, my phone rang. I answered, “Good morning, Warren, I wasn’t expecting a call.”

      I brushed my short hair for a second time while Warren said, “Well I figured later on today you’d be too busy, so I'd better bug you now.”

      I stopped and glanced out the window as I asked, “What’s going on?”

      “I passed my general contracting license test.”

      His plan was to leave the family to find out what he might have become if Maman hadn’t adopted him. My family would be heartbroken if he left us, so I asked, “So it’s official? You’re leaving Wall Street to fix people’s houses?”

      “No. Not right now. I’m going to finish working on a merger deal to follow the numbers, but I was wondering what you've decided to do about the hospital and work?”

      My gut twisted. We were both dealing with regrets, but mine were more about spending a big chunk of my life getting to be a doctor and not enjoying it. It wasn’t enough to quietly walk away, but I rubbed the back of my head and said, “I don’t know. I was so focused on getting Joshua, and now he’s mine.”

      “So we’re both at a crossroads, but unlike me, you now have a woman.”

      A quick laugh escaped me. I hadn't expected that. I rubbed the back of my neck and said, “Sarah’s not mine.”

      “If you want her, do something fun. I liked that you were dancing because it brought out a new you.”

      Last year this conversation led to my initiation into dancing, but it ended badly. Now Warren's insight hit deeper than my gut.

      Maybe he was right, and I needed to show Sarah we could be lighter. Unlike the rest of my brothers, "going with the flow" never worked for me, and I felt safer when I planned everything out.

      When eleven different men all point out the flaw, it’s time to accept it. I let out a sigh and said, “Fun was never my goal, but you’re right. Talk to you later, Warren, and congrats.”

      “For what?”

      My heart was pounding, just knowing I’d see Sarah in a moment, but I took the time to tell Warren, “For taking the steps to change your life.”

      “It might be nothing in the end, which is why we’re not telling Maman and Pedar.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      I needed to have more faith in my brother and in Sarah. And maybe in myself, too.

      I refuse to spend my life making lists and following the exact order all the time. I needed to change, too.
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      Sarah

      

      The moment Cyrus entered the nursery, my whole body began to pulse with awareness.

      He came and reached for his son. I’d been in here for hours now, and it was only eight in the morning, so I gladly handed Joshua over and stepped away so I could get my body under control.

      I backed away so I could get my hormones back under control.

      So he wouldn't notice I was flustered, I blurted out the first distraction I could think of. “I spoke to the funeral home.”

      His eyes widened. “This early?”

      Joshua was fed, changed, cleaned. And I’d told him all about my day.

      However, Cyrus would remember. My heart pounded but I said, “I’ll need to be gone for an hour.”

      He nodded. “We’ll go together after breakfast.”

      And save me. I backed away. “No. I want to go and then come home to breakfast and both of you.”

      He didn’t move, and his face was expressionless when he said, “Take the limo.”

      “I don’t need a ride.” I shook while I tried to imagine myself in the back of a huge car that would attract tons of attention.

      He came closer, and the air around me came alive with my feelings, though all he said was, “It will be faster with a driver.”

      Right. He wouldn't understand. I adjusted my sleeve and said, “The streets can be small.”

      “Very well, they’ll take the Bentley,” he said, like he’d solved my problems.

      There was no subway, and his home was too far away from my destination for a quick bike ride. I nodded and waved as I ran out, “Okay, be back soon.”

      And sure enough, the driver got me there and back far more quickly than I expected.

      On the way back to Cyrus's home, I sat in the back. Holding the two small, temporary urns of my siblings had grounded me into silence.

      Neither of them had ever given me much thought, but that was okay, because I certainly never wanted to be with them. In fact, I've spent years avoiding alcohol myself, even though I serve it regularly.

      Seeing other people tipsy only reminded me of the night my mother tried to sell me.

      That was when I decided to find my own place and avoid creating waves. Maybe if I stayed quiet, no one would notice me.

      As soon as the Bentley dropped me off at the house, I carried the urns to the beach.

      If I told Cyrus, he’d of course want to come too, but I was the one who needed to say goodbye.

      So I held up my baby brother and vowed to him that I’d never let Joshua experience his pain, which led him to a life where he tried and failed and blamed himself and fell into drinking. I poured his ashes out, and the wind took him.

      Next, I reached for my sister. She always got what she wanted but was never satisfied once she had it. Not even when she held her son had she smiled. She lived in her plans. I sighed and promised I’d watch Joshua forever.

      He needed me more than anyone else, especially my sister who didn’t even see how wonderful her son was beyond the potential bank account.

      Then I let her ashes go, and the wind took her to sea.

      And then I slumped on the sand, alone. Except I wasn’t.

      The calming laps of the water played in my ears and the saltwater spray touched my lips.

      I was going be okay, no matter what, because inside the house Joshua was waiting for me, needing me.

      My phone rang, and the moment I saw Darren Davis’s name, adrenaline stormed through my system. I hadn't spoken to him since I was barely eighteen, though I did hear all about how he and my sister financed her education.

      I cringed. I’d never intended to use him.

      My eyes swam with tears while I denied the call.

      I glanced up at the huge house, much bigger than any Darren ever had.

      And it belonged to a family who loved each other.

      And as for Cyrus…

      I would never be serious about him. He’d never have my heart, because we weren’t anything close to being on the same page, but his nearness reminded me there was more to life than being absolutely alone in the world.

      At ten, I walked back to the mansion, done with my siblings.

      I found Cyrus and Joshua together in the main grand room overlooking the ocean and a garden, and he left Joshua in the playpen and rushed over to me as he asked, “Are you okay?”

      His nearness made my legs all weak, but I forced a smile.

      I wasn't used to this kind of attention, but I managed to say, “I’m good.”

      He rested his hand on my back, and awareness rushed through me. He asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I smiled at Joshua. I’d be an empty shell without them, as I’d always been, but here, now, I wasn’t. I shrugged and said, “No, I don’t. I want to eat and then push off.”

      He winked and then directed my attention to the patio. Once again there was buffet suitable for a royal family on a nice morning. He reached for Joshua and said, “Then we’ll practice dancing on the ship.”

      I laughed. “We will?”

      He held the baby and pulled out a chair for me as he said, “Of course. We’ll have the crew to see to our needs.”

      I shook my head, but I avoided the chair and him and how we felt like a family by walking over to pick up a plate. He followed behind me, and I swear he was looking at my backside.

      My cheeks heated, but I refused to discuss it, instead asking, “What attracts you so strongly to dance when you keep saying it’s not serious?”

      He balanced his food selection well but struggled to get a muffin. I put it on his plate for him as he said, “It’s a sport, and a reason to work out that’s not the family soccer games, though those are important too.”

      I tilted my head. His brother Warren also clearly worked out, though Cyrus was still the fittest, sexiest man I’d ever seen, so I asked, “You and your brothers play soccer?”

      He nodded at the fried eggs, and I scooped one up and put it on his plate, and then one on mine, as he said, “At least twice a month, when the family gets together. Now Joel and Arman are married and engaged, for the first time we’ve had some female players other than Clarissa, who played when we were kids.”

      “Who’s Clarissa?” I asked as I picked up what looked like turkey bacon and put it on my plate.

      He held out his plate for bacon, too, so I gave it him as he said, “The butler’s daughter. Half my brothers at some point dared each other to get her to go to a dance. I think being the only girl constantly on the premises somehow made her seem very hot.”

      Interesting. We went back to the table, where there were mugs for tea and coffee, but the coffee one was bigger, and the tea mug was made of glass.

      Joshua had fallen asleep in Cyrus's arms, and he held the baby close to his chest while he poured himself a cup. He already seemed to have mastered the challenge of handling hot food and drink with Joshua in his arms.

      I asked, “Where is Clarissa now?”

      He offered me coffee or tea, and I shook my head as he said, “She left for college and never came back.”

      My skin was jumpy, but I liked it as I asked, “The tea looks delicious. Is that the same as last night?”

      “Yes,” he said, and offered it again.

      This time I nodded, but asked, “Why's it in a glass mug?”

      He poured almost better than I did when wielding a coffee pot at the diner while he said, “So you can judge the color and our hosting skills.”

      I shrugged while enjoyed the tea's complex fragrances again. The earthy smell was sweet and not overwhelming as I said, “Well, your hosting skills must be excellent, because it’s not in a bag and it smells wonderful.”

      He picked up his fork, still perfectly natural while holding his son as he said, “Of course. And eat as much as you can so you'll have enough energy on the yacht.”

      I took a few bites, and everything was delicious. He gulped his tea hot, but I stuck to the food. This wasn't oily at all, and I’ve had my share of oily eggs. Once I finished, I sat back and said, “I’ve never been sailing before.”

      Then I picked up my tea. It was almost the right temperature to drink. After one quick sip, I realized it was as delicious as it smelled, and not like the bags at the diner at all.

      He said, “We’re not sailing exactly, though we might for part of the journey, depending on the winds.”

      I finished my tea and closed my eyes.

      His voice was just as savory as the tea when he asked, “Are you ready?”

      I poured myself a second glass and said, “Almost. This is yummy and warm, and I need to finish this.”

      He laughed and pushed his glass closer to me. I put more tea in his cup too while he said, “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. You seem calm today.”

      He looked serene. I wished I could be as calm as he was about everything. He quickly downed the piping hot drink like it was expresso while I gazed into the earthy, warm, reddish-brown drink as I said, “I've been thinking a lot about you and your life since last night.”

      “Good or bad?” he asked.

      Heat rushed through me. I set down my tea, turned in my chair to face him, and asked, “Is there anything bad to know about you, other than you're too serious?”

      “I’ve been accused of being predictable.”

      Another good quality. Sure, I've always heard bad boys are more fun, but honestly, my experience was that trouble only ever led to more trouble. I picked up my glass and said, “So no, you’re basically good-looking and perfect.”

      I was in the middle of another sip of the hot tea when he said, “Exactly. So you should marry me, and then we’ll be happy forever.”

      I almost dropped the hot tea in my lap. Marry?

      But as soon as I saw that cute smile of his, I relaxed. He was joking.

      I’d fantasize about it later, but I folded my hands on my lap and said, “A few big problems with that theory.”

      He leaned closer, and the world disappeared the way it always did when he was near, as he asked, “What are they?”

      “You didn’t ask me,” I said with full confidence and then took another sip of my tea. It was still good. Once I was done, I said, “And I’m happy you’re not being serious. I’m still trying to figure out what I really want in life and marrying you would confuse the… beep out of that process.”

      “Beep. You said beep?” He snickered and slapped his knee.

      I rolled my eyes but couldn't seem to stifle a grin. “You’re fancy, so I shouldn’t swear, but yeah, I’ve been thinking about my life and what I want, which is odd, because I never used to imagine anything.”

      I finished my tea and then gestured that we should go.

      He nodded, stood, and asked, “So did you figure out what you want?”

      We walked together while I took one last look at the garden behind us as I said, “I’d like a slice of what you have.”

      He placed his hand on my lower back and my body steamed from his touch as he asked, “What’s that? Money?”

      He cradled Joshua in his other arm, so I reached across him to cup the baby's downy little head and said, “No. I’d want a close, loving family. And I like the idea of adoption, where I can help a child in need not be… alone.”

      He guided me to the door and then a path as he said, “You’d be great. Anything else?”

      Guess it was time to go. I put my hands behind me and stayed next to him as I said, “Well, truthfully, not working at a diner has given me time to get plenty of sleep on a nice bed.”

      He winked. “Good.”

      For a second, I wondered what being his bed would feel like. I imagined him in bed beside me, waking me up with a soft kiss. I shook my head, like that might help dissipate the vibrant colors of my fantasy, as I said, “And workwise, being a nanny to my nephew is giving me time to figure out whether I love anything enough to pursue it.”

      He placed his hand over his heart and said, “I thought you were going to pursue me more seriously.”

      I sucked in my giggle and instead teased, “Well, I’ll think about it… after this next dance class. Don’t want to get so distracted I step on your toes.”

      A ship with two people working on deck was on the same dock where we waved off his parents the other day. And it was about the same size, so there was probably plenty of room downstairs for the three of us.

      He said, “Don’t let me get away. You’d be sorry.”

      I found myself bouncing along while I walked beside him. So far today was an unexpectedly good moment, but I crossed my arms and said, “How can I believe in this conversation when we both know you only offered me this job because you want to save me?”

      He asked, “Do you need saving?”

      My heart pounded. I hadn’t meant to bring that up. I swallowed fast and then said, “No, I’ve always been fine.”

      We walked on deck, and he waved to the staff on our way inside, where he directed me to a small corner with a bassinet, where he put the baby down and he continued to sleep.

      Then Cyrus straightened and said, “Well, I want us to work together… partly because it’s obvious you love Joshua.”

      If I interpreted his pause correctly, he’d changed whatever he originally intended to say. However, I didn’t ask, and instead just nodded and said, “Right, and he’s also why I’m here.”

      He stood next to me, and our arms brushed as the ship swayed gently. My scalp tingled with goose bumps as he said, “And I’d never take what’s not offered.”

      He could have me. Desire raced through me, head to toe, but I said, “I just don’t want to stop you from living your life… to the fullest.”

      The ship’s engines rumbled to life, and the captain blasted the horn.

      My first trip that didn’t start and end with the subway. I walked to the window and gazed out at the water, soothed by the boat's gentle rocking motion.

      Cyrus was a such sweet man.

      I glanced over my shoulder to find out he was staring at me, and tingling awareness zipped along my skin as he asked, “Are you telling me to go out and date?”

      Rocks formed in my gut. And my throat tightened, but I nodded and said, “Maybe. We can only ever be employer/employee.”

      He came closer, and every step sent another thrill through me as he asked, “Really?”

      If he kept this up, I’d break. I knew it in my soul. I offered him my hand to shake and said, “And friends.”

      He picked my hand up and kissed it.

      My whole body pulsed in reaction.

      Then he said, “Well I’d like to start there… as friends. Because I do like you.”

      “I like you too,” I whispered.

      I ached to kiss him. I wished I could, but fairy tales were for kids, and I learned the hard way that life was always hard, except for the glittering exceptions that, when they burned out, destroyed you.

      And the fairy tale version of Cyrus and me would absolutely gut me.
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      Sarah

      

      The baby monitor on the phone was set now, and it came on automatically if Joshua even moved.

      I shoved it in my back pocket and watched while Cyrus used the control center to direct music and lights to one of rooms we weren’t in.

      I glanced over at the sophisticated sound system and assumed it was custom built.

      Everything in Cyrus's world was designed to serve him and his interests.

      He returned to my side and then took my hand.

      Sparks rushed through me, though he didn’t say anything until we checked on Joshua one more time and found him still sound asleep.

      Then he whispered, “Come. Let me show you the dance floor.”

      My heart thumped, and I wasn’t sure whether it was nerves or joy or both.

      He held the door for me, and I gasped with pleasure when I noticed flickering fairy lights and, toward the back, the bright afternoon sun of summer. Behind us was the land we’d left and his parents' gorgeous mansion.

      When he joined me, my skin prickled with desire as I said, “This is a dance floor.”

      He took my hand in his and the music changed. “It was the lounge area. I had staff remove the seating so we can sit inside to enjoy the sunset later.”

      Marvelous was too tame for what I constantly felt, but then he placed my arm on his in a clear dance position while I said, “It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

      “So are you,” he said, and stepped forward.

      To follow meant he had control. My mind percolated with tantalizing images, though I shook my head and said, “Lies, but sweet ones.”

      He gave me a stern look that could have been teasing or serious. “I never fib.”

      I glanced away for a second and saw nothing but ocean outside.

      This was a dream. I sighed and said, “Look, how can I repay you for letting me come?”

      He winked. “Stop stressing. Joshua is sleeping, and we’re alone.”

      I missed a step. He gave me a second to regroup, but I shook my head and said, “Now I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be," he whispered, his breath warming my skin. Then he said, “Tell me something about you.”

      But he already had the basics. I shrugged and said, “There's nothing to tell.”

      He twirled me and said, “Every woman has her secrets.”

      For a second, I tensed. Leah would have lied at this moment. I inhaled and met his gaze. “She does?”

      He showed me a dance shuffle and I mimicked his footsteps while he said, “It’s what Maman says.”

      I couldn't help but smile. “She just said that to get a few minutes to herself.”

      He let out a small chuckle. “Possibly, but either way, I am curious about you.”

      I wrinkled my nose. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how to answer, but I wouldn't pretend. I spun and then he caught me while I said, “Not much to tell. The diner, then home. I binge on a lot of TV shows for entertainment.”

      We repeated the same pattern and then he asked, “That’s it?”

      I pressed my lips together. I was almost finished describing everything in my twenty-four-hour period on a normal day—at least the way it had been until I met him. I blinked and then added, “And I volunteer at the soup kitchen, serving the homeless, but that’s like waitressing for free.”

      We twirled together and then he asked, “Weren’t you… bored?”

      The beat changed in the song, and we sped up while I said, “Wanting what you have will never happen.”

      “I never had to work for anything. If I wanted anything, I’d get it, no strings attached.”

      My eyes widened. When I paid my bills and rent at the end of the month, I knew it was my sweat that kept me alive. I cupped his face and asked, “So were you bored?”

      “Not exactly,” he said, but then added, “I knew I didn’t want to be like my father, who expected his sons to become financial geniuses like he is and start their own companies. So I studied and studied and studied.”

      And school was one area where Leah excelled on her own. So I said, “Now that sounds a little like Leah, though she knew she’d be an ob-gyn right from the start.”

      I stilled and my skin grew cold. I hadn’t intended to mention my sister at all.

      Her name alone must make him angry.

      However, he turned me and said, “So did Elon. But he’s inspired me recently.”

      Right. Cyrus basically hadn’t told me a thing, either because he was sweet or because he wasn’t willing to tell me how he felt. I stayed with him, refusing to bring down the conversation again.

      Instead, I asked, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      He pressed his lips together but then asked, “Do you know anywhere that could use a heart center where people might not be able to afford it?”

      The music slowed, but he dipped me. My heart and body were alive, but I only said, “Come to Queens. We’re up-and-coming, but we still have sick people and ones whose diets are not at all nutritious.”

      Then he let me go, and for a second, I was cold as he said, “Thank you for the dance.”

      I stepped into the sunny area and watched how our ship left a path of small waves behind it, and the land had receded into the distance.

      Being in Cyrus's arms was so natural. Even my skin buzzed while I talked way more than I usually do. When he joined me to gaze across the ocean, I said, “You’re full of surprises.”

      He put his hand out in front of me and said, “Now you mention it, I want to show you around while Joshua is asleep.”

      Like where I slept sounded important. I decided not to ask, but simply took his hand in mine.

      Goose bumps cascaded all over me.

      But I followed him because, I was surprised to realize, I trusted Cyrus.

      We tiptoed silently through the area where Joshua was sleeping, and Cyrus then led me down a small flight of stairs to a row of rooms that were probably barely big enough to accommodate a bed. He opened one near the back and waited for me to go in. I let go of his hand, walked in and my eyes widened.

      All sorts of women’s clothing were lined up on a wall that was clearly a closet. I turned and asked, “What’s this?”

      He came up behind me and said, “Some stuff I thought you might need for the island.”

      I picked up a pair of shoes while my pulse pounded. I never wanted the signature Manhattanite red sole Louboutin heels, and showed him as I said, “These are all super fancy.”

      He gazed at me like he was proud of me and said, “You’ll look great.”

      Heat sizzled through me from head to toe, and I closed my eyes. “I can’t—”

      He took my hands and I stopped speaking. Then he said, “I ordered this because I want to do something nice for you, not because I expect anything in return but what we've agreed on. I just like seeing you happy.”

      I took a deep breath. Cyrus was unlike any man I’d ever known. I cupped his face and said, “Wow, you’re amazing.”

      He pointed to a side table and said, “You haven’t opened the drawer.”

      For a second, I wondered if there was a diamond ring in there. I opened it and realized the box was too long for that. But my eyes were wide as I asked him, “What’s this?”

      He nodded for me to open it. I took it out, and tears burned my eyelids as he said, “You only had one piece of jewelry in your room, so I had it reset.”

      It was only a tree, but it was from the one person who had loved me. I wiped my cheeks and said, “It was… my grandmother’s. She wore it every day, and I bought it back from the pawnshop my mother sold it to but wasn't able to get there before they stripped it down.”

      He took out the pendant and put it in my hand. “Did my jeweler get any of the stones wrong?”

      Grandma hadn’t been able to afford much, and my mother hadn’t given her a second thought when she sold all her treasures right after she died. With my fingertip, I traced the probably-diamonds now embedded in the setting and said, “These are probably nicer than what she had. Thank you.”

      I pivoted, and he clasped it around my neck.

      The small pendant of a tree illuminated when light reflected against the stones. And his breath on my skin fed the desire gathering in my core.

      He gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze and said, “Tonight we sleep on the ship. Tomorrow we’ll be on the island.”

      I turned and gazed up at his mouth. I was willing to bet he was a better kisser than I’d ever experienced. My lips tingled to find out as I said, “Looking forward to it.”

      Then Joshua cried. I let out an almost-spoiled sigh and said, “There's our cue.”

      He nodded and let me leave first. I knew eventually I’d have to tell him how I was wrong for him and why he’d be better off without me. I’d never told a soul my truth, but if I kept talking the way I did when I was around him, I’d probably reveal my secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah

      

      Joshua and Cyrus were bonding while he fed him the bottle, so I dashed off to take a quick shower. The shower was smaller than my apartment stall, but I managed. It was nice to be clean, and the selection of soaps smelled heavenly.

      Once done, I felt like a new person, and chose white linen pants and a teal blue shirt. Then I slipped my oval tree necklace on and glanced out the porthole.

      Water was everywhere.

      I bounced on my feet and darted to the main interior deck.

      Being near Cyrus was nice. It was like I wasn’t alone, even though we had nothing in common. He beckoned me in and said, “Maman and Pedar want to talk to you too.”

      My heart thumped as I asked, “Me?”

      He nodded like it was normal and then pointed behind him and said, “And can you bring the teapot?”

      There was a tea kettle. I grabbed two cups and the kettle and took the space next to him on the loveseat.

      On his computer screen were his parents. For a moment it was like I was part of his world, his family. I could feel my heart lift and a smile break out as I said, “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Norouzi.”

      His mother shook her head and said, “Sarah, please call me Roxanne, and call my husband Parvis.”

      That was her name. My face felt hot. I hadn’t been sure, but I nodded and said, “Okay.”

      “So how are your sea legs?” his father asked.

      I looked down at myself and asked, “Was something supposed to be wrong with my legs?”

      Cyrus glanced at my pants too.

      His mother said, “No, dear. Some people get sick at sea. It was an expression.”

      I met Cyrus’s gaze and my heart thumped. For a second, I forgot we were talking, but then I reached for my necklace and played with it while I said, “It’s nicer than riding the train. The sound is soothing.”

      His mother's smile brightened, and she asked, “And Cyrus is treating you well?”

      I nodded. I wished I’d been born into a family who checked on me and called and cared. Cyrus was lucky, and I said, “He’s a perfect gentleman.”

      “Well, you can call me if he gets out of line.”

      I laughed. The mother of trillionaires and married to a powerful man wasn’t exactly on my speed dial, but still I said, “You’re sweet.”

      She and her husband glanced at each other and then she said, “And thank you for helping take care of our grandson. We’re buying him gifts.”

      Joshua was luckier than I ever imagined. He’d belong in a family. I nodded and said, “I’m sure he’ll love whatever you choose for him.”

      Cyrus waved and said, “'Night, Maman. 'Night Pedar.”

      I glanced behind us and saw the sun was still up. I tilted my head and, as he logged off, said, “Evening is just beginning.”

      He stood and beckoned for me to join him as he replied, “Habit. Are you ready to eat?”

      We walked over to the crib, and I closed the blinds that instantly made his small side room completely dark, as I said, “He’s sleeping again.”

      He turned on a night-light and whispered, “It will just be the two of us, then.”

      My lips tingled for the taste of his. He brushed against my arm and then guided me to where we danced earlier.

      Now there was a small table set up for two, and a view of the ocean all around us. All we had to do was step forward to leave the shade and be on the sundeck.

      My heart pounded. Once again, he’d done something lovely for me. I avoided his gaze and asked, “We’re eating here? I’m not dressed properly.”

      “You’re perfect as you are.”

      I met his gaze and said, “Doubtful.”

      Then I noticed a small digital frame in the corner of the room, tucked on a side table next to a chair that would be temptingly comfortable for reading while enjoying the sunshine without getting any direct sun exposure.

      I went over and picked up the digital frame. Twelve men together. I showed it to him and asked, “Are these all your brothers?”

      He glanced at it and seemed wistful, though maybe I read the gleam in his eyes all wrong when he said, “It was last summer in this photo, right before two of my brothers fell in love and now are soon to be married.”

      Big events change families. But when I was here, with him, it was like I had a home—which was crazy. So I ignored the feeling and asked him, “Which ones?”

      He pointed to a man in the middle. “This is Arman. He’s engaged to Maddie, a woman he’s been in love with since they were teenagers.”

      And probably caused Maddie a lot of hand-wringing. Cyrus was handsome, and seemed so stable, I had to ask, “What took him so long?”

      “She married another man.”

      I internally cringed. I was wrong. Thankfully I hadn't said anything stupid or derogatory about his brother.

      I cupped his face and said, “I can’t imagine any man replacing you, and you two look alike.”

      He gazed at me so intensely, I swear he was about to kiss me. My skin buzzed from his nearness, but then he said, “And this is Joel. He married Kendal, who he met while visiting Tennessee.”

      He pointed to the man in the middle right next to Arman. I then glanced at Cyrus near the back and noticed how he stood next to Warren. The family was clearly close. I asked, “How long did they date before the wedding?”

      He winked and said, “Oh they eloped right away, though the family wedding is scheduled early this summer.”

      I rocked on my feet and didn’t bother to pretend to look at the picture as I said, “You and Warren are standing next to each other.”

      Servers put plates on the table.

      He brushed my wrist and said, “He’s been my best friend for a long time. Growing up in such a big family, it’s not uncommon for some siblings to be closer than others.”

      The opposite of my life. My pulse zipped. My mother, sister and brother ignored me, and when I left home, no one cared… until Joshua. My skin erupted in goose bumps, and I had to ask, “You mean no one was ever alone?”

      He guided me away from the corner and said, “Not that I know of, and it’s always been important that we're all there for each other, no matter what.”

      I walked beside him with a bounce to my step and said, “Your family sounds sweet.”

      “Dinner is served,” he said and held my seat for me.

      I settled in while wishing I belonged in his world. I’d never met a nicer man in my life.
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      Cyrus

      

      The music was light jazz and a waltz. If we weren’t eating, I’d ask her to just sway with me. We didn’t need to practice.

      And her brown hair seemed lighter in the evening and showed off a nice glow to her face.

      Sarah was beautiful, and it shone from inside her warm heart.

      I sipped wine and watched her while she did the same. Her mouth made me hard with desire.

      I tensed but went ahead and asked, “When was your last relationship?”

      She put her glass down, ate the rest of her salad, and then, once she was done, she almost whispered, “I wouldn’t call my last boyfriend a relationship really, not in any substantial way.”

      Staff cleared the table and left our lamb. We were silent, but her nearness made me feel awake and ready for her.

      Once we were alone, I asked the question that burned through me, “Why wasn't it a real relationship?”

      She played with the stem of her glass, gazing at the red wine and not at me, though her eyes and lips were downturned when she said, “I don’t think either one of us was looking for love. And I was with him because I was lonely.”

      Tension and a sense of urgency seized me because I wanted to go back in time and save her from the pain.

      I could tell she had no idea what I was feeling, because she continued and said, “It ended with a feeling of nothingness. I didn’t miss him. I didn’t want him back.” She gazed at me, and the sense of loss disappeared as she said, "And if you love someone, I think you’re supposed to care.”

      I wished she’d kiss me, I wanted her so much. But instead I said, “That’s normal.”

      She lifted her chin, but she spoke quickly as she asked, “What about you? And don’t talk about Leah.”

      I’d explained everything. Sarah was real to me, not her sister, though I would never have dated anyone my brothers dated. I took her hand and said, “Leah wasn’t a relationship. I hardly knew her.”

      She lowered her lashes like she wanted to hide her expression, though she didn’t pull away. “She’d been taking hormone pills for a while to make sure whoever she chose would get her pregnant.”

      My heart beat faster as I said, “What?”

      She wiped her face and then gazed at me. Then she heaved a long sigh and said, “She told me all about it, and even offered to help me scam someone if I wanted to finally ‘grow up.’”

      My throat was tight and my voice hoarse, but I asked anyway, “What did you say?”

      She gulped her wine and then said, “I told her I was there to babysit, but I was never going to be like her.” She then took a bite of her salad and chewed for a few moments. Once she finished and wiped her mouth, she looked out across the ocean and said, “She dismissed me, but then that’s been the story of my life.”

      I scooted my chair closer. I believed her. She was sexy and sweet all rolled into one, but I asked, “So you didn’t take any of Leah's pills?”

      Her eyes widened and her face turned white. Then she said, “Absolutely not!”

      I’d never trusted anyone easily, but I also wasn’t a fool. My gut told me Sarah was special, so I patted her knee and said, “I believe you.”

      She laughed and then said, “For a second there I was nervous that you wouldn't.”

      I refilled our glasses, and we ate a few more bites. Then I whispered, “Sarah, you’re a kind woman. I don’t fully understand your family dynamics, but I’m glad you’re here with me now.”

      She scooted toward me, and it was like she offered me the respite of normalcy I’d always craved. “I don’t understand yours, to be honest.”

      Maybe if she knew more about me, she’d understand. I sipped my wine and said, “Don’t get me wrong. My brothers and I have had our share of arguments, but they're normally settled pretty easily. I’d do anything for any of them.”

      She shook her head, but then finished her dinner. Once we were done, she said, “I don’t know what that’s like. But I've always dreamed of being in a family like yours, where caring isn’t based on what you can do for them.”

      I cleaned up the rest of my potatoes and tossed my napkin on the empty plate before saying, “I can’t pretend to know what that’s like. The worst pain we felt was when Evan died.”

      She sipped her wine and then gazed at me. “Who was Evan?”

      My voice was low, but I understood how she felt far better than she realized. The air near her buzzed with intensity but I said, “He was an adopted brother, but he had brain cancer.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, and stroked my face.

      Her touch set me off. I wanted her in my soul. But I didn’t dare move as I said, “He was a funny kid. We all miss him.”

      Her eyes misted like she felt sad for me, and she said, “So you do know what it’s like to lose a sibling.”

      “Yeah, I do,” I said. I hadn’t meant to tell her, but not telling her would have been a lie.

      With time, I hope she would want me as much as I wanted her.
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      Cyrus

      

      Joshua cried, and since Sarah mentioned she hadn't been able to hold him in a few hours, rather than ask to hold him myself, I watched her cuddle my son, and the two of them stole my heart.

      I’ve never wanted anyone as much.

      I was about to go in and join them, but my phone rang. I answered the video call quickly while I headed back outside to watch the setting sun and asked, “Warren, what’s going on?”

      “Maman is planning a party for my birthday in two weeks.”

      I smiled. Warren was at a precipice, and he wanted to quit our father’s company or at least take time off.

      I knew the stress of worrying wasn’t worth it, but I wouldn't be able to convince him. I smiled and asked, “Are you going to tell them you’re leaving?”

      “It’s time.”

      Ding. Ding. Ding. It was exactly what I’d prescribe. I nodded and said, “They’ll understand you need time to find yourself.”

      “I don’t want to hurt them.”

      He sounded like we were still teenagers. I glanced behind me, into the ship where Sarah and my son were cozy together and said, “You can’t live without making the time to follow your dream.”

      And I needed to follow that advice myself. Sarah took my breath away with her startling combination of blunt honesty and beauty.

      “Will you explain that I’ll be back?”

      The ship rocked as I told my brother, “I won’t help you in this. You’ll need to tell our parents yourself.”

      Maman probably already knew, since she read us all faster than we understood ourselves. The door opened and Sarah beckoned to me like a lighthouse in a dark night.

      Warren must have seen her because he asked, “Are you already on the ship with Sarah?”

      “Yeah,” I said, and met her gaze.

      She had a tug inside her gaze that was stronger than a magnet.

      My brother's voice broke through the second we were alone. Warren called out, “Sarah, I’m sorry for stealing my brother from you.”

      She came over to me, her face bright pink as she raised her voice and said to Warren, “It’s not a problem.”

      Warren replied, “You’re making Cyrus easier to talk to. Keep it up.”

      She held my sleeping son to her chest and glanced down at the water, away from me. To be near her, I looked out at the moon that was just now rising above the horizon and marking a path across the water. She let out a sigh and said, “I thought you two were best friends.”

      Warren said, “He’s the one who usually just listens without giving an opinion. You found yourself a good man there, Sarah. Give Joshua a kiss for me when he wakes up.”

      I needed to get off the phone before Warren totally blew any progress I'd made with Sarah.

      And earning her trust was at the top of my list.

      Sarah said to Warren, “I love how your family is there for each other. Oops! Joshua is awake, so I have to go.”

      She smiled at me, and my entire body responded to that smile.

      A moment later she went back inside, presumably to put Joshua down for a nap.

      Warren said, “Might as well admit it. You like her, Cyrus.”

      The door clicked shut and my skin buzzed with a desire to be near her again as I said, “She’s unlike anyone I've ever met.”

      Warren then asked, “And it doesn’t bother her about Leah and you?”

      Now there was a sucker punch to my gut, but then Warren always had a strong and accurate sense of what’s right and wrong. I tugged on my ear like I’d been caught and said, “There was nothing there, but from what has been explained to me, she and her sister did not have the best relationship.”

      The rest of the story was private and not mine to tell.

      Warren asked, “Do you know why?”

      “Not yet.” I said. First, she needed to trust me.

      Warren then said, “Well, don’t push. We’re all on a different internal clock, and sometimes people keep secrets because they don’t want to cause hurt.”

      And that was more about Warren's fear. I took a deep breath and said, “Maman and Pedar are going to be fine.”

      Then Warren said, “And you can win Sarah’s heart if you want to. I have faith in you.”

      I puffed out my chest and I said, “I’ve never had trouble with women.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, but you've never showed this much interest before. Take your time and study, but don’t wait too long, because someone else might try to steal her away.”

      We were on Sarah's schedule, but I said, “Lucky for me, she’s coming with me to the family's island. And now I have to go.”

      “Goodbye,” he said.

      I said the same and headed back in.

      I wanted to make sure Sarah was all right...

      …Okay, I'll admit I just wanted to be near her again.
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      Cyrus

      

      I rejoined her in the main room, where we had the corner area set up as the daytime nursery.

      Tonight she’d begged to let Joshua sleep in her room, and I agreed. Actually I wanted to join them both, but I couldn't bring myself to ask her.

      First, I needed to know if she wanted me too. Every time I brought up the topic, she avoided it or seemed oblivious. Every time I was near her my entire body buzzed with awareness and even my hairs stood on end, hoping for intimate attention.

      I popped my head in the room and our eyes met.

      Longing rushed through me. With anyone else, I’d have kissed her already, but Sarah’s sweetness both tempted me and tortured me. I whispered, “He’s down for a nap?”

      “Yeah, he just needed a bottle.” She got to her feet and came closer, the air smelling sweeter the closer she got.

      I took her hand and fought my base urge to claim her, instead simply saying, “Come with me.”

      We went down a few steps and then forward down the hall so we could look at the bow. At the end of the hall, we went up the long flight of stairs and then opened the hatch to get out.

      The bow area had beach chairs and lounges for sunbathing, plus a small sauna, but this time I just wanted to show her around. She pressed her hand to her tree pendant and said, “Wow. What’s this?”

      I walked her to where we could see that we were sailing into the open sea while the moon rose beyond the waters that seemed darker now.

      I explained, “During the day I thought it was too much sun for Joshua, so I didn’t show you, but the front of the ship, usually called the "bow," is where we’d normally go to sunbathe or relax.”

      “It’s breathtaking,” she said while she glanced around.

      I wanted her. Not having her physically hurt, but I didn’t dare. I’d be honorable, even if it killed me.

      Instead, I simply said, “So are you.”

      “No, it’s you who's good-looking,” she said, and playfully pressed her shoulder against my arm.

      My heart beat wildly. I skimmed my hand over her hip and said, “If we’re giving each other nicknames, I’m going with sheereen-am for you.”

      She glanced up at me, and my heart pounded when she asked, “What’s that mean?”

      “My sweet.” I said, and reached for her other hip, resting my hand on her warm curves.

      She smelled like vanilla and strawberry shampoo while she whispered close to my ear, “We shouldn’t hold each other so tight.”

      My stomach actually had butterflies, but I refused to scare her away, so I said, “I’ll let you go.”

      “Don’t,” she said, and squeezed my arm to hold me in place.

      My cock hardened even more, like I needed to pound her. But I ignored the barbarian urges she brought out in me and simply hugged her instead. “Okay,” I said.

      She sighed and then went up on tiptoe. “It’s undeniable. Besides, we both want to know.”

      My lips were aching with need as I asked, “Know what?”

      “This,” she said, and then kissed me.

      I forgot everything else in that moment because she convinced me we belonged together.
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      Cyrus

      

      Her lips set off a bonfire inside me, and my blood rushed to harden my dick into a full-on erection.

      I wanted her, bad.

      But in spite of my rampaging urges, I found myself savoring our kiss.

      I hugged her and tasted her lips. My heart fluttered.

      My hard-on could wait.

      We made out like teenagers—urgent, seeking, and intense.

      She held me and nuzzled against my neck.

      My five o’clock shadow was surely scraping against her soft cheeks and neck, but she held me like she hungered for more.

      We stopped for air as my craving for her made my balls swell and tighten.

      She sighed and said, “You’re clearly the best-looking of the brothers.”

      My determination to ensure she loved every second of our time together barely held me back.

      She trembled, and I hugged her and said, “We’re just taking our time.” I hugged her some more while we continued to stoke the fire inside us both through simple kissing and brushing against each other.

      I held her in an embrace as we paused to catch our breath, but then she whispered, “I’ve never been kissed like this.”

      I vowed she’d only have pleasure from me. The thrill of holding her was enough for now. I whispered as I wanted another nuzzle, “Sheereen-am, let’s not let it end yet.”

      She bit her lip and asked, “Can the captain see us?”

      Shyness was another sexy part of her.

      Our captain was trained to not look at private moments, but I glanced at the clock and said, “He’s eating his dinner below deck right now.”

      She smiled up at me and asked, “Are we safe?”

      “Yes, don’t worry,” I said, and kissed her with all the longing in my heart.

      Her hands were shaking while she unbuttoned her shirt and then guided my hand to the zipper of her trousers and said, “I trust you.”

      The urge to simply take her nearly overwhelmed my good intentions, but I did as she asked and helped her remove them.

      She was my fantasies come true. She was beautiful. When she reached behind her and unhooked her bra, allowing me to see all of her, I ached for her.

      She was mine.

      I’d ensure she’d never leave.

      I was so tense I had to clear my throat before I could rasp out, “You’re gorgeous.”

      She laughed and reached for my shirt as she said, “No, you’re the one who's good-looking.”

      I tasted her lips again, but my hands explored her breasts, her nipples hardening as I fondled them, then bent down and captured one in my mouth, licking, and nuzzling her. She encouraged me with little sighs and moans while her entire body flushed a pretty, seductive pink.

      Excitement surged through me as I cupped her other breast and then switched my whole attention to that one.

      She hugged me and whispered, “Yes.”

      I skimmed one hand down her belly and lower to test her readiness with my fingers, while she responded by clutching me harder and groaning.

      She was ready.

      When I found her clit, she cried out, “Please!” and her eyes rolled back in her head while she lost herself in her orgasm.

      I continued to stroke her center. Her eyes were hazy with desire, but then a baby’s cry called out. She fluttered her eyes and said, “Don’t stop.”

      Then Joshua’s voice echoed on her phone too.

      She struggled to settle her breathing back to normal, while I was hard and ready to claim her entirely, but I stood and fixed my pants and said, “That’s our cue.”

      She reached for her pants and underwear, though I got down on my knees grabbed them first as she said, “You’re right. We should go.”

      “Let me help you.” I held her panties for her.

      She let me, and I kissed the apex of her thighs as I tugged them up. She sighed and said, “I wish…”

      Joshua’s cries grew more intense. I helped her into her pants and said, “We’ll be on the island tomorrow.”

      I stilled for a moment because I’d wanted to hold her all night and needed to rid myself of the hope, but then nodded and said, “Okay, then until tomorrow. Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      And she rushed to care for my son. I needed her in our lives because she fit in perfectly.

      I closed my eyes and told the night sky, “I need a fucking freezing shower.”

      I waited until I was in total control, and then went to my room to relieve myself.
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      Sarah

      

      The sway of the ship was the only reason I slept at all. The sun rising outside my round window told me that, one, it was morning, and two, I’d have to face him again.

      My body still ached with need. The sheets didn’t hide me. I reached inside and brushed against myself where he touched me last night.

      No man had ever, ever.

      Heat rose in my cheeks and all the way out to my ears.

      I wanted him. If Joshua hadn’t cried, for the first time in my life I would have experienced what it was like to be fucking special to someone.

      Oh, but that was such a lie.

      This was a one-way street to disaster.

      His kiss had been branding and aching with need.

      It was time to quit.

      If I didn’t, I’d break.

      And this time, with him, I’d never recover.

      I cleaned myself while the baby still slept and wondered how Cyrus had managed to maintain such control.

      My ex and every other man I ever met would have simply taken more than I offered.

      Cyrus was in his soul honorable, and never thought about his own pleasure first.

      In other words, he was perfect—but I wasn’t. Far from it.

      If I stayed near him, I’d drown myself in deeper trouble.

      I needed to quit, and it was time to tell him.
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      Sarah

      

      My heart hammered while I cuddled with Joshua and carried him to the galley to get him a bottle.

      He hadn't experienced that painful gas since the switch to bottled breast milk, and since we had a freezer full now, he’d be set.

      And since they didn’t need me or my advice, they’d both be okay. And it wasn’t like I could leave an island in the next few days, anyway.

      The only thing quitting would affect was the dancing he enjoyed so much. Even that, though, was just for fun, so I didn’t need to worry. He'd be fine.

      And I’d have to keep my knees together long enough to get back to New York and beg to get my job back at the diner.

      Life wasn’t fun in my black and white world, but my heart was safer.

      I warmed the bottle and made my way up to the main room we used all day yesterday.

      The air felt warmer here, so I guessed we were closer to our target.

      The door to the practice area for dancing and breakfast opened on the other side and I smiled in spite of myself. Cyrus was deadly handsome, and for a second, I couldn’t breathe.

      Then the baby in my arms started crying. I rocked him, but said, “Joshua wants his dad.”

      Cyrus offered his finger, and his son held it tight as he said, “Baba.”

      I adjusted my body to show him, and also said, “I brought the bottle.”

      He laughed and genuinely smiled at his little one, saying, “No, I want him to call me baba when he starts talking.”

      “Why?”

      Cyrus made a cute baby sound and then met my gaze, “Because that’s what I called my father when I was little.”

      Ahh. My face burned. I wasn’t thinking. I swallowed and then said, “That’s sweet.”

      He stroked his son’s head and said, “Joshua enjoys being in your arms. Can you handle it for a little while longer while I get the staff to set our breakfast?”

      Maybe I should stay and help. I understood as I stood looking at his lips that the problem was me and my habit of running when things got uncomfortable—not Cyrus.

      Then I nodded and said, “Of course but I need to tell you...”

      My voice trailed off. I wasn’t going to leave him and the baby. I wasn’t sure if staying was right, but I couldn’t leave. For once I held my tongue near him.

      He blinked and asked, “Tell me what?”

      My mind raced. Life as a waitress had cluttered my brain with kind of things people asked for at breakfast. Finally, I said, “I hope there are avocadoes for my toast.”

      “I will ask,” he said, and winked.

      I watched him leave and I sighed. I wasn’t sure if I just made the right decision, but I need to stop running away from a past that so far had stopped me from living.
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      Sarah

      

      Joshua took longer than usual to settle down this morning, which meant he was hungry, so I changed his diaper again and gave him more.

      Finally the little guy calmed down, and as I rocked him, his little eyes closed.

      Cyrus came in and said “avocados,” which made me laugh. I’d never thought of food as code.

      Now I’d eat my toast and hope no one around here thought I was difficult.

      He stared at me as I put his son down, and I swear he was riveted on my ass. I shivered, convinced I didn’t deserve this attention. But I kept my mouth shut while I walked to him, with sparks zipping all through me.

      Once I closed the door, so Joshua wasn’t waked up by sun, he said, “We’ll be at the island for dinner.”

      Now I was near him, my skin was all jumpy with desire, but I avoided his gaze and said, “It will be nice to walk on land.”

      “You don’t like the ship?” he asked as he held the door for me.

      We went outside, where there was a table. The tea was there this time, without the coffee, and not as many options, which meant there'd be less uneaten waste.

      I trekked to my seat, and my skin felt like ice cubes were running up and down my spine, cooling me off when I was burning.

      I didn’t know what I’d say but I took my seat and waited for him to join me. Then I said, “No, I love it. And Joshua loves it, though I worry that he might be sleeping too much.”

      He put his napkin on his lap, and I did the same as he said, “You worry about him. It’s why I brought you here.”

      Right. This was work. I breathed easier. Work and helping my nephew settle into his new princely life.

      I’d have to leave. Cyrus would find someone who truly loved him, so we’d never work out. I almost smiled as I said, “It’s easy with Joshua. His demands are clear and easy to fulfill.”

      We added our favorite things to our toast, and I put cheese and avocados on mine.

      Cyrus added walnuts to his, and I decided to top off my breakfast with walnuts, too.

      My savored the deliciousness of this simple food and then said, “Well, he’s sleeping. And I’m starving.”

      “Okay,” he said, and we both ate. He poured the tea, though I let mine cool down.

      Once we were nearly done, I had gotten myself so wound up and torn about what to do that I couldn’t face him. My pulse quaked with longings, but then I asked, “Does the staff have secrets passages, or do they just creep around the outside of the ship so they won't disturb you?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “They have their own paths throughout the ship, and their own private quarters.”

      It would be nice to work for a rich man… I stopped the thought since I was already doing that, but temporarily. I sipped my delicious tea and then said, “You've taken to being a dad so easily.”

      He gazed at me, and my gut twisted. I wanted what I shouldn’t have.

      He nodded and said, “I’m glad you think so.” He gulped his tea and then asked, “After breakfast, do you want to dance?”

      “No, that’s not good.” I said quickly.

      The way he'd held me close and I stripped for him invaded my thoughts.

      If he touched me, I’d forget my rules.

      And that was bad.

      He tilted his head and asked, “No?”

      I gulped the tea. I had no right to have nice things like him, or this lovely, luxurious journey, and followed the logic of that, I said, “I think I should stay in and not get burned.”

      He took a deep breath and stood. “I can show you the library.”

      “You have a library?”

      We walked back into the main room and stayed quiet to let the baby sleep uninterrupted. Then he walked me to a small room and opened the door.

      His closeness peppered my skin with zaps of energy. I tried to avoid his gaze as he said, “Most of the options are digital now, so I can give you a reader, but we also have some regular books.”

      I walked along, touching the book spines because I wasn’t sure what else to do. Then he straightened and said, “I… I’ll leave you alone.”

      Fuck. The gleam in his eyes might be pain. I reached for his arm. Sparks raced through me as I asked, “What's wrong? Are you upset?”

      He then looked down at me and asked, “How can you pretend nothing happened last night?”

      My pulse pounded. He had no idea. I reached for my pendant—I forgot it! And wished with all my heart that I’d worn it while I said, “How can I… I can’t. I’m not thinking about anything but.”

      He edged closer, and goose bumps flooded my skin when he said, “It doesn’t seem that way.”

      My legs were like spaghetti, and I hoped he would understand what I meant when I said, “I can’t offer you more than just temporary.”

      He put his hands on his hips and stared down at my lips when he shook his head and said, “I want the real thing.”

      When he found out what I was really on the inside, he wouldn't say that.

      But I couldn’t wait another second. Need blasted through me, so I pressed my lips to his.

      He was all I’d ever want, and his kiss made me forget everything, including my good intentions.
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      My mind raced. This morning she pretended nothing had happened. Now she wanted a physical relationship.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have followed her into the library. I might have been pushing too hard. So I backed up and opened the door.

      She probably needed a minute, though she held me tighter in her embrace.

      Leaving was harder every second.

      Her special smell, the touch of her hands and lips, the feel of her skin, stormed my senses and made me hard as fuck.

      But I refused to take what she hadn't offered willingly. So I held up my hand, creating distance from our last kiss, and said, “Come.”

      Her eyes widened and seemed a bit teary-eyed when she asked, “We’re not?”

      Heat rushed in my face and I squeezed her hand to reassure her as I said, “I want to make sure that you’re sure.”

      She took a step to go with me.

      Space was the only way to be sure, even though my hard-on still hurt a little.

      We made it to the hall when she asked, “Where are we going?”

      “To the solarium, sheereen-am,” I said as I walked her to a room below where we danced last night.

      My skin prickled with nerves warring with desires while we walked down the small flight of stairs, and she said, “Okay, but remember, Joshua’s sleeping.”

      Maybe that was the reason for her initial decision to not.

      I’d have to understand and go take a cold shower if she said no, but I opened the door and said, “We’ll be close enough if he wakes up, and we have a 360-degree view of the ocean… and a couch.”

      She crossed her arms and hesitated.

      Being honorable was very, very difficult sometimes. I braced myself and said, “So you want to… see me.”

      I lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed it while my heart hammered. “I don’t want to pressure you, so it’s important that you see and agree.”

      “I want you, Handsome,” she said, and then hugged me tighter.

      I’d waited for her and ached to have her. If she wanted me, I was hers.
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      Our lips met in a kiss and my pulse skyrocketed. When we came up for air, he whispered, “You’re gorgeous, Sarah.”

      My skin felt electrified when I met his gaze. I wasn’t gorgeous, but one of the most wonderful things about Cyrus was that he believed it. I cupped his face and brushed against his slight stubble, saying, “The gleam in your eyes is hypnotic.”

      Then our mouths met again. He took his time, like we were alone in the world with nowhere we needed to be, nothing we needed to do but explore each other. I stopped seeing the blue outside the glass windows and my body steamed.

      My nipples hardened, and my clothes needed to go right now, but still I savored every long kiss and the way his body pressed against mine.

      I ached for more, but stepped back, sucking on my bottom lip while I tugged my shirt off.

      He did the same, and my breath halted when I tossed my shirt down. His muscles were even more glorious than I imagined. He reached for my waist, but I was uncomfortably hot, and I wanted to get rid of more barriers. So I unzipped my pants and tugged them down and off.

      He did the same, but then hugged me against his steamy hot flesh and kissed me again.

      How our lips and tongues sparred, and my temperature soared as blood flowed through me and awoke my core.

      My hunger for him grew and my muscles tensed.

      His hand traced me and stroked my breasts. My eyes fluttered while my body remembered last night.

      Even my nipples seemed to swell.

      I wanted him. And his mouth skimmed lower, nibbling my chin and then my neck.

      Fire burned through me, and when he reached behind me, I wiggled to help him while he slipped my bra off.

      He stopped and asked, “Do you trust me?”

      My heart fluttered. I wish I trusted completely. He was amazing. My nipples tightened under his gaze, and excitement gripped me.

      I nodded and said, “I want to trust you.”

      He cupped my breasts and focused his full attention on them. My soul stirred because he hadn’t pressured me or gone off in a huff because I couldn’t—or wouldn't—give him what he wanted.

      He was here, with me.

      His tongue and lips suckled on one breast as his hands pinched and kneaded the other.

      I was aching with desire and I urged him to go faster, harder.

      But he continued to take his time, flicking the bud and nibbling on me like I was breakfast.

      Then his hands brushed against my core and squeezed tight while my heart fluttered.

      Pleasure grew as he nuzzled and stroked my skin, driving me deeper into passion.

      He slowed and asked, “What do you want?”

      The intensity of the question snuck past my defenses. “I want you, inside me.”

      My vagina swelled while he skimmed my panties down my legs. He whispered, “We can stop if you want.”

      He could? The raw need made me jumpy. I’d never felt anything like this. I needed him, and reached for his boxer briefs, practically growling when I said, “Don’t you dare.”

      His hard-on grew even firmer, and excitement rushed through me.

      Naked, I felt wanted. I wasn’t sure if he was real or if I made him perfect and amazing in my mind, but I needed him. My heart rate sped up, and his hard-on grazed against my netherlips.

      A thrill rushed through me and spasms shot to my feet and hands while he stoked my need for him.

      My eyes began to roll back, but I refused to surrender to my craze. He continued like he knew I was trying to wait for him, but when his tongue joined his finger, I lost it.

      A wave of pleasure pulsed through me. His lips and tongue pushed past my defenses, and I trembled from the thrill.

      As I came back to myself, the thought hit me that it was his closeness that made us okay together. I was safe with him. I trusted him more than any other man ever.

      I rocked and my eyes widened. He almost had my heart.

      He asked, “What’s going on?”

      My heart was beating extra-fast, but I refused to ruin this moment. I cupped his face and said, “You’re too perfect.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him this was just sex. That it had to be, but I looked into his brown eyes that bored into my soul and stroked those muscles of his that made me weak.

      So instead of saying something to push him away, I leaned forward and kissed him.

      My flesh heated when he held me and claimed me. Passion burned in me as he caressed me like I was special.

      I reached for his dick, but he teased me like I was important to him and I threw my head back.

      Sweetness flooded my soul while he played with my button.

      I was aching with need, way past my own boundaries.

      I was near the edge of my release and still he hadn’t entered me.

      Then he stopped. I was lost in a storm and my skin was all achy, but then I heard the rip of a condom wrapper and I sighed.

      I sucked on my bottom lip and gazed at him. He was mine. He rolled the condom on, but still paused and asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I said, wrapping my legs around him.

      How he'd maintained so much control I’d never understand, but when he slid inside me, the storm became a tornado.

      My toes curled as I swiveled my hips to merge with him.

      And then he took over the rhythm and thrust deep inside me.

      Oblivion was too tame a word for how I felt.

      He and I were one.

      My heart beat so fast, it was like the old me was no more and I was his.
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      Waking up in his embrace made my body zing with excitement.

      I hugged him and held him tight, and he made waking up cute noises.

      I licked my lips.

      Last time I had sex… my mind was addled. Honestly, there was no comparison. Cyrus knew how to make me swoon in spite of the fact that I wasn’t the type to ever… feel.

      A giggle escaped me that he silenced with a kiss.

      My mind went fuzzy, so I curled tighter against him and felt his cock grow against me.

      My vagina readied itself for more, though I could still feel the aftereffects of his loving inside my body, his friction against my inner skin.

      Our lips met and tongues tangled in a deeper kiss, but then Joshua screamed.

      We both sat up, but I was on top. I shimmied into my pants and said, “I’ll go.”

      Then I tugged on my shirt. He did the same and said, “No, I will. Clean up and meet me for lunch so we’re already full when we get to my vacation home.”

      “Sure.” I said, quickly, though I didn’t want to leave him.

      We were both ready in a second, though he raced up the stairs two at a time and I went to my room.

      The quiet struck me. Sex had never been fun, but now I knew with crystal clarity that I’d been with the wrong men.

      I turned on the shower and stripped.

      Whoever ends up being his wife will be so lucky. But we were temporary, and I was fine this way.

      I showered and put on the tree pendant he’d gotten fixed for me. Grandma told me long ago that the deeper the roots a person made ensured the body would grow strong.

      Cyrus’s family was proof that she’d known what the rest of my family had clearly missed.

      As I scrubbed myself clean, I wondered if I should return to his side today.

      I was raw and aching still.

      In spite of the ache, I found a simple green cotton dress with white and yellow trim and massaged some of the cream I found into my skin, hoping it would make me softer.

      When he looked at me, he saw the hidden me, the me I’d believed was long gone, it was like I’d been invisible but was now visible. Once I finished, I rushed back to the main room while Joshua’s cries grew louder.

      I quickly realized I’d left my phone in the room downstairs where I’d been with Cyrus. I hurried over to them and then held the baby who instantly lowered his volume as I asked, “Was he fussy the whole time?”

      Cyrus tunneled his fingers through his hair and said, “I changed the diaper and gave him two bottles, but there seems to be something wrong.”

      “Let me.” I said, and leaned Joshua against my shoulder while I patted his back. He stopped crying, and I bounced him on my knee while I said, “Ahh.” Then he burped, and I rubbed our noses together. He sucked his lips back and forth and I gave him the bottle Cyrus still had and explained, “He needed to burp.”

      He blinked and then, with a sly smile, he said, “I thought he was missing you the way I was.”

      Heat rose from my toes to my face and neck while I asked, “You missed me?”

      He stood and kissed my cheek. My body steamed, but then he said, “Yes, I missed you. Can you watch Joshua so I can clean up? We’ll be on the island soon, and I want to show you both around.”

      Right. I was here because this little boy was the highlight of my life. I nodded and, with a shooing motion, said “Go.”

      Then I rocked Joshua and he settled down. His face radiated sweetness and innocence and perfection, like he was a little angel. I whispered and said, “Joshua, you’re lucky. You have a great family looking out for you. I wish I’d had half of what you'll have while you grow up.”

      He finished his bottle and then his little eyes fluttered shut.

      I kept him close to my heart for a few minutes. He made me wish I had a family so I could keep him.

      But I knew it wasn’t in the cards. I tucked him back in his bed and watched him sleep.

      Heaven let out a great little guy.

      Behind me the light flipped on and Cyrus asked, “Everything okay?”

      I walked toward him while my body hummed and turned it off. No need to wake Joshua or he’d be in tears for hours. My legs were weak with desire as I said, “Great. He’s sleeping, and I love being his auntie.”

      He hugged my waist and said, “Come.”

      Anywhere. However, he closed the door and his lips met mine.

      Instantly I softened and held him tight as I asked, “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t like going without your smell,” he said, while he backed me up to the seating area near the window.

      Luckily, he’d added the small day room for Joshua, but as our lips met, I took off my panties and said, “We’ll have to be quiet, so we don’t wake him.”

      “Yes!” he said as he brushed against me while he helped me out of my dress.

      I was his. I unzipped his pants and reached inside for his ready-for-me dick.

      We probably wouldn't have much time. The baby probably wouldn't snooze for long because he was usually hungry again pretty soon after I burped him.

      But Cyrus’s lips burned through me as we kissed. He took off his pants and boxer briefs, so I tugged off his shirt.

      I needed to feel his muscles on me again, now.

      Then he kissed me while his fingers stroked my core. My eyes started to roll back but, I reached for his cock.

      I needed him inside me.

      He quickly rolled on a condom and then entered me.

      I sucked on my lips so I wouldn't be too many noises, but as he pumped into me, it was like we were one.

      I lost myself into sweet oblivion while he pressed me against the glass window.

      The only thought I had was that I never wanted our small vacation to end.
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      No woman had ever stirred me the way Sarah did.

      My control near her clearly dissolved. I’d almost taken her without protection a few minutes ago, though I finally remembered at the last second.

      When Joshua cried, she sent me to get the bottle, so we separated and I tugged my pants on, though my body still ached for more of her.

      Sarah was so sexy. Heat rose to my face when I handed her the bottle

      My son was happy in her arms, and when I noticed how she avoided my gaze, I wondered if she was truly ready for a physical relationship.

      I’d been determined to let her realize it was okay to have a relationship with me by not mentioning her sister or whatever made her have trouble trusting me.

      My gut twisted. There was something I didn’t know, like when patients don’t admit what caused them to have heart issues.

      My phone rang, so she waved me out and I took It outside where the staff cleaned for lunch. I walked to the stand in bow of the ship and answered my brother. “Warren, did you tell Maman and Pedar?”

      “No, but I heard from Ashley.”

      I hadn’t heard him mention her name in a long, long time. I glanced back at the wake the yacht created while rubbing the back of my neck. “You broke up with her two years ago. Is there something going on there?”

      Warren’s voice sounded tighter. “No. I’m glad we’re not… I found the apartment building my birth parents had me in and inquired into availability. Will you be back for my birthday party?”

      “Your surprise party you mean?” I asked, though it seemed the party wasn’t the issue today.

      He chuckled. “Since when can Maman keep a secret?”

      Good. Now he was sounding like himself. Warren was always so moral when something bothered him. So I lowered my voice and asked the big question. “What did Ashley say that triggered you?”

      “That I was never happy when I was around her, which was true. I wasn’t emotionally available, and I probably hurt her more than she admitted.”

      And she called him to tell him this? I rocked on my feet, unsure what to believe as I said, “Yeah?”

      “I never meant to hurt anyone. I should never have started a relationship when I wasn’t available. Even saying the word relationship guts me because I thought we were just friends with benefits. It’s all we ever said, but I guess she wanted more.”

      Sarah had only offered physical.

      Fuck.

      My gut twisted. I’m not sure I could handle it if she left without a word now. I swallowed and only said, “That’s hard.”

      “I apologized and sent her the new car she needed. Hearing the pain in her voice years after we ended things shocked me.”

      Things never made up for what people cling to in their souls. So many patients had unrealistic expectations that led to disappointment that ate at their heart muscle. My skin prickled as I asked, “You told her you were friends with benefits only?”

      “Many times. So have you told Sarah you want her for more than a passing, good time yet?”

      “No.” She was the one mentioned it should be physical only. I gazed at the bright sun and blue waters, but today the sight didn’t relax me at all as I said, “We’re… complicated.”

      “Well, if you are serious about her, then be clear. It’s not good to toy with anyone’s emotions.”

      Except I wasn’t sure she was ready. My heart raced. I wanted this to be permanent, but she had something else on her mind. I decided not to push her. To Warren, I said, “True, but you need to give people space to make their own decisions, willingly.”

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      She didn’t trust me, and I wasn’t sure she’d ever love me. But I wasn’t ready to think about that yet.

      One step at a time.

      Joshua’s cries popped up on my phone, and I said, “Gotta go. Joshua is up.”

      “Good luck, man, and see you soon,” Warren said as he ended the call.

      I hung up and rushed in.

      I wasn’t ever going to let my son suffer.
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      I cradled Joshua in my arms while Cyrus reached onto the ship and lifted us both up slightly instead of me having to jump.

      I’d have said no if it wasn’t for the baby. But I’d never do anything to endanger Joshua.

      We walked off the small dock while my legs shook a little. The land didn’t rock like a ship, and it took me a few seconds to adjust to the lack of motion.

      The air was warm here. Joshua certainly wouldn’t need a blanket.

      Cyrus guided us through a palm tree-lined path, and I stayed close to him.

      He seemed so calm and relaxed.

      I forgot my troubles when I was with him.

      He said, “Let’s have lunch on the patio so you can enjoy a full view of the ocean.”

      My eyes widened at the yellow mansion on a cliff with huge windows facing the ocean. I gasped and said, “That house is gorgeous.”

      When we walked in, we were greeted by light wood floors buffed to a shine, and the beach-theme blue, white, bone and ivory furniture all fit together with pops of yellow to really make the mansion’s interior pop.

      He directed me toward the glass wraparound windows overlooking a patio, and the ocean as far as I could see, and said, “We also have an ocean-facing pool, sauna, a planetarium for stargazing, and small walkway to the tennis courts and gardens.”

      Seriously, all he was missing was a bowling alley and a fifty-seat movie theater.

      I rocked Joshua, half afraid to let him go, but then I asked, “Where do the people working for you live?”

      He beckoned for me to follow into a state-of-the-art galley kitchen that was bigger than the diner, and everything was clean and polished to brilliance. He went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle for Joshua. His son sucked hard immediately, like he was starving, though he hadn’t been fussy.

      Then Cyrus said, “Most, if not all, live in the Caribbean. I have a daily ship that brings people to the island, and essential staff is paid weekly, even if I’m not here.”

      We returned to the main room and the bone-colored sofa, where I sat to feed the baby and said, “That’s nice that you don’t just hire temporary people to take care of things for you.”

      He went to a closet, took out a travel bassinet, and set it up beside me while he said, “I get better service when the staff is secure about their lives.”

      It probably didn’t occur to him to think of service of as a profession. I blinked and glanced around as I said, “It’s true that I usually serve my regular good tippers with a bigger smile.”

      Joshua finished his bottle, and I patted his back till he burped, and then settled him in the sleeper for a short nap.

      Once we were sure he was sleeping, I took Cyrus’s offered hand and followed him out.

      Even the pool had a view of the ocean once you left the shady section.

      I’d only ever seen things like this in movies.

      I crossed my arms while we walked over to take in the view from the balcony edge. As I gazed out into the bright afternoon sun, he asked, “Did you ever want to do something other than work at a restaurant?”

      I turned toward him and shrugged, “Most places require more education than GED.”

      He folded his hands and stayed next to me as he asked, “You didn’t graduate from high school?”

      I tensed. The past popped up and smacked me across the face all the time. I swallowed and wished I was different as I said, “No… I had to learn how to pay my own bills.”

      If I hadn’t taken control of my life, I probably wouldn’t still be alive. Living like my mother and sister would have killed me.

      He put his hand on mine and said, “That had to be hard. I don’t know what it’s like to not have family. Some of my adopted brothers told us about their pasts before they joined us, but most of it seemed foreign to me. My parents always put time and effort into supporting me.”

      I smiled at him, and I meant it from the bottom of my heart when I said, “They seem great. Did you ever do anything that upset them?”

      He glanced up at the sky and then back at me with a gleam in his eye as he said, “When I was eighteen, I took a year off from college and decided to backpack around Europe.”

      I remember teachers and TV always cautioning that the gap year was the worst thing for anyone. I nudged him and said, “I thought that was considered a bad thing in your circle, though it does sound adventurous.”

      “Adventure. I normally avoided danger, but I remember staring into the eyes of a bull with a nose ring and realizing I was mortal.” His face reddened as he continued. “I ran with the bulls and decided to get close enough to let them run me over.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “Why?”

      “The running of the bulls in Spain was always a childhood dream that my parents had forbidden me to do. Until the moment I realized I’d be trampled, I believed they were being overprotective.” He laughed and then said, “I was young and obviously stupid. When the bull got close enough that I could see his muscles rippling and the blaring sound of his hooves on the cobblestones, I jumped as high as I could to get away from those horns.”

      I clutched my necklace and asked, “Jumped?”

      “To a wall, and I held on for dear life,” he said, “and I still remember how the old stones were rough, and I found finger holes probably made by people like me who’d been just as idiotic as I was. Only pure adrenaline held me together in that moment.”

      I checked his arm and fingers for nonexistent scars and said, “I’m glad the bull didn’t do permanent damage.”

      He kissed my forehead and said, “Me too. If I get to take you anywhere else in the future, I promise it will be pretty risk-free.”

      “I’m sure Joshua will love wherever you take him.”

      My heart thumped. I’d never lived in such danger ever. The idea that Cyrus put himself out there struck me.

      I never wanted anything bad to happen to Joshua or Cyrus, and I’d do everything I could to prevent it. But his life sounded amazing, and Joshua would be lucky to learn from such an amazing man for a father.
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      I left Sarah to rock my son while I saw the staff on their way. We had snacks for the evening, enough breast milk in the refrigerator for my son, and now we’d have absolute silence ‘til seven in the morning, when they began preparing breakfast to be served around nine.

      Today had been a great day. Long, but great.

      I took a moment to watch it end. The sun would set soon, and I wanted to take this time to think about how, at this moment, everything I ever wanted was within reach.

      Sarah made everything work.

      She was brighter than the sun’s reflections on the water. I sprinted back to Sarah, who’d put Joshua down in his room next to hers.

      Part of me wondered if she’d share my room, but she hadn’t mentioned it during the tour. As I neared her room, I saw her tiptoe out of the nursery and, when she spotted me, whispered, “Dinner was delicious.”

      I took a deep breath. The air smelled like strawberries, which I now associated with Sarah. I licked my lips and gazed down at her. She pressed her hand on my arm, and my skin tingled from sparks. I then met her eyes and said, “We could dance now.”

      She sucked on her bottom lip and shook her before pointing outside and saying, “I want to try out the pool. Do I have a bathing suit?”

      Right. I brought her to my island so we could be alone. I ducked a little and whispered in her ear, “The island is mine. We can go skinny-dipping.”

      She sucked on her bottom lip and blinked. Then she kept her voice almost in a whisper and asked, “Won’t the staff see us?”

      “They went home for the night.” I said and stilled. If I went too far, I might push her away.

      Earlier, I had the sense that she wanted to have more adventures in her life, and here, right now, we could dare. If she let herself. She was safe.

      Her face reddened. Then she giggled, nodded, and said, “And you told me you were always the serious one.”

      Not with her, I wasn’t. She took my hand and charged out to the pool with me.

      The evening air still retained the heat of the day. Seeing her naked out in the open was a treat. I half wondered if maybe it would be best if we didn’t indulge in the physical. We walked to the counter where the staff stored the towels and took out a couple for each of us.

      She grinned at me, and we walked over to the pillows that doubled as loungers, where she lowered her lashes which left me unable to read her.

      My heart raced when she lifted her shirt. I didn’t dare move. Then she shimmied her pants off and reached behind her back to take off her bra.

      For a second, she paused and glanced into my eyes, and my pulse zipped. Her face pinkened, but then she undid her bra.

      Damn. I was in fucking awe. She skimmed down her white panties and then winked at me.

      I pressed my hand to my chest and grinned at her.

      Then she jumped into the water.

      I tore my clothes off to join her. I refused to lose her now. In a second, I jumped in after her, though she’d already made it to the deep end.

      She paused, treading water, while she took in the last seconds of the sun, like she was entranced.

      For a second, I didn’t dare interrupt, but then I whispered, “You’re gorgeous, sheereen-am.”

      She giggled, and the sound broke through my tension. Then she splashed me and said, “You can do more than kiss me.”

      I’d never been more tempted. She was overwhelming in all the right ways. I took her hand and placed it on my chest and asked, “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. Then she bounced up a little and kissed my nose. I held her tighter as she said, “Joshua’s asleep and all I’ve been able to think about is you inside me.”

      No one had ever spoken so boldly to me. I asked, “What do you want?”

      She reached down and stroked my balls as she said, “I want you to shove your cock inside me, Handsome.”

      Damn. I lifted her out of the pool, kissing her nipples while I did it. She was amazing, and this wasn’t just sex for me.

      I had fallen hard for Sarah.
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      While I pulled myself out of the water, she scooted onto a nearby lounger. Behind her the full moon peeked out over the horizon, and I felt somehow blessed.

      She had no idea how naturally beautiful she was.

      She didn’t need makeup, and she didn't need to run away.

      She lifted an eyebrow, and I went to her.

      She tugged me down for a kiss, and my body pressed against hers.

      Her softness and sweet kiss hardened me. And she knew because she reached for my dick to guide me into her. I paused to gaze down at her.

      I was amazed. And, even more important, I loved her. She scooted herself closer to my penis as I asked, “Are you comfortable?”

      She gave me a quick nod and arched her back to press her breasts against my chest while she said, “I’m good. I just need you inside me.”

      The tip was so close to her, but I jumped up and said, “Wait.”

      I raced to the side bar. Back when I bought the place, my brother Jeff left a box of condoms here, saying I needed to stash them.

      I hoped they were still good. I grabbed the box and hurried back to her.

      She was sitting up, looking worried. “Is something wrong?”

      I showed her the package while my heart thundered. I refused to trap her into staying with me, so said, “I need this, unless you want to go swim.”

      She laughed and took the condom package, ripping it open as she said, “No, Handsome. All I need is you.”

      “Handsome?”

      “You’d win the award if I gave one out for the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m not interested in just being seen.”

      “Me neither.”

      When she kissed me again, I knew for a fact that it was both lust and love.

      She had my heart.

      I gazed at her beautiful, full breasts, her creamy, pale skin, the tempting nest between her thighs while she rolled the condom on me.

      And when she smiled my world lit up.

      With a twinkle in her eyes, she wrapped her legs around me with a seductive little wiggle.

      I slid inside her and asked, “Like this?”

      She nodded but her face went red that went down her entire body as I rode her.

      She sighed out her answer, “Yesssss.”

      But by then we were both too far gone. Her eyes rolled back as her orgasm hit, and I joined her, while swearing to myself that next time I would make love to her all night.
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      Sarah

      

      Cuddling was fun. He held me like I mattered to him, and it wasn’t just physical.

      For a few minutes I relished his relaxed weight on top of me, my eyes closed, listening to the ocean while my body relaxed around his.

      If he was anyone else, I’d be completely in love. However, as minutes ticked past and I began to feel chilled, I hugged him one more time and said, “Let’s go inside.”

      We walked in silence toward our clothes. Then he scooped them all up and said, “The beds are big enough for two.”

      Absolutely. I couldn't stifle a grin because I wanted to seduce him again. I winked and said, “You read my mind, Handsome. Join me in mine… in case Joshua wakes up.”

      He kissed my forehead and immediately the steam started to build again. And he noticed right away because my nipples were a dead giveaway.

      He took my hand and walked me inside, letting me go first up the stairs, as he said, “Be right there, sheereen-am.”

      I opened my mouth, but before I could ask anything, he disappeared.

      We were so different. He had everything and I had nothing, but when we were together it was like I was someone else, someone better.

      I sprinted into my room and opened the closet he'd packed with beautiful, summery clothes, from bathing suits to evening gowns, and all in my size.

      Too bad I’d never be able to wear what he so generously provided.

      However, since he wasn't here yet, I hopped in the shower to get the chlorine out of my hair.

      Minutes later I came out and to find a tray of food that was bigger than the nightstand. I walked over and scooped up a grape as I asked, “What’s this?”

      He smiled down at me, and I decided that maybe tonight our differences didn’t matter.

      “I figure we might need snacks at some point,” he said.

      I laughed. Then I pressed against him as I asked, “So we’re going to figure out who wears who out first tonight?”

      He squeezed my ass and said, “We'll definitely need the fuel.”

      “But maybe not my towel.” I said as I dropped it on the floor.

      The way he studied me, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, pausing at the sexy bits, was both shocking and sweet.

      I reached for his manhood to see if he was as real and ready as he seemed, but he pivoted away and said, “Oh you need to earn the privilege, sheereen-am.”

      A giggle escaped me, but I beckoned for him to follow me onto the balcony overlooking the dark gardens and ocean all around us .as I said, “I think we both know I turn you on.”

      He was too busy staring at my backside while he followed me though the door, until he looked up asked, “Where are you going?”

      I traced the elaborate balcony railing and said, “Let’s enjoy this view of yours while we’re all alone.”

      He kissed my shoulder and said, “I’m not looking at the view.”

      “Even better,” I said and pressed myself against his sexy, muscular body.

      Then our lips met. I was his, and for now he was mine. I traced his muscles, and my knees went weak. So I arched my body to invite him to touch me.

      His strong, loving, deft hands cupped my ass and steam rushed through me. He was all I wanted.

      I climbed on top of him and rode him hard.

      He made me feel powerful, and that alone was a heady experience. As soon as he was inside me, though, I totally lost control.
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      Cyrus

      

      We finally made it to the bed, and I popped a grape in my mouth while I waited for her to come back.

      My son woke up crying, and she went in to feed him. I gave them time alone while I cleaned myself up.

      Then I listened and returned to where I was. The door creaked open just when I finished my grape, and I stared at the sexiest woman on the planet. She plopped on the bed beside me, and I offered her some fruit.

      She took a blueberry off the tray while I put the fruit cup down and said, “You’re so great with my son… and with me.”

      She patted me knee and said, “You’re one of the good guys, Cyrus.”

      “And your inner bad girl definitely turns me on,” I replied.

      Her eyes widened and her face went white as she said, “Fuck.”

      I reviewed what I just said and was fairly sure it was pretty tame, but I curled closer to her and said, “I didn't mean to upset you.”

      A tear trickled down her cheek, though she brushed it away and said, “It’s fine.”

      I wished she would trust me, though. I took a deep breath and tried to find the right words. “It’s just… I don’t want us to be some temporary 'thing,' though I get our timing is off right now.”

      Plus her family’s deaths were probably still on her mind, even though she hadn’t said anything.

      Her cheeks darkened, but then she met my gaze and said, “It’s not the timing. I’m not ready for a relationship, ever.”

      The blanket statement made no sense. We were clearly getting along, so I asked, “Why? What happened to you?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, sipped her water, put It back on the nightstand, and squared her shoulders, looking into my eyes while she said, “It’s easier for me to start with what you know and then go deeper.”

      My heart stilled. Patients often needed to work through what happened, no matter how else they coped. So I said, “Whatever works for you.”

      She nodded and said, “Okay. We both know my sister used you.”

      “I remember,” I said, but kept my voice low.

      Her sister had been my initial prognosis, but for now I kept quiet and listened carefully.

      She let out a long sigh and was trembling when she continued. “I was brought up to be just like her. Well, not to be a doctor, but the lying, the manipulating, the grifter, and my family's belief that I was worthless, a nothing.”

      Leah was nothing like I had assumed. I dropped my hands to my side and pretended I was calm. But even my skin was alert as I said, “I’d like more details.”

      She dabbed at her eyes again and said, “I didn’t even finish high school… Look, when I was seventeen my mother decided she’d trade my virginity at the dealership for a fucking car.”

      This goes way deeper, then. My heart hammered as I asked, “What?”

      She let out a sad laugh and stared at the ceiling. Though her muscles tightened as she said, “Three old guys got to touch me all they wanted and would have raped me in their office if a customer hadn’t walked in needing their attention. I ran, and my mother then blackmailed them for the car.”

      “That’s awful.” I whispered.

      Denial of free will often contributed to my heart patients’ condition, which was why I often prescribed therapists. But this wasn’t a clinical situation, and I wished I could have protected her from that kind of trauma.

      She crossed her arms, and her voice was cold when she said, “It was just the beginning. I should have left then, but I went home, thinking it was all over… that I’d never be used like that again. She even promised.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. Sarah was clearly scared. I’d do whatever it took to protect her, but I needed to know what we were up against, so I asked, “What happened?”

      “Darren Davis.” She pulled her knees to her chest and rested her forehead on them.

      Adrenaline stormed through me. I’d make damn sure she and Darren never saw each other again, and I hoped she pressed charges, but somehow, I managed to sound almost calm when I said, “I’ve seen the guy at some Manhattan social hours.”

      Her head whipped up and her eyes were huge, like I just told her I knew the devil.

      My stomach tightened and I had the urge to go find the guy and beat him up right now.

      She kept her forehead on her knees while she muttered, “I never want to see him again, ever.”

      I held my hand up like I was pledging my allegiance, “No problem. What did he do?”

      Her face and neck and shoulders were blotched with red. “He… paid my mother for my virginity.”

      Adrenaline rocketed through me while my hands clenched to my side. “What?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut but continued talking. “One Friday afternoon she picked me up from school. I should have paid attention, known it was another sign. That time she took me to a condo in Manhattan, and for two nights I was tied up, raped, and videotaped. You can see online when he rammed into me the first time, and I have tears in my eyes.”

      “I believe you, and knowing your mother set it up and made money from you is like a punch to my gut.” I said, though my mind was racing ahead to next steps. “I wish I could have saved you.”

      I’d ask my brothers who were into computers about how to remove illegal content. And then ensure Darren Davis never invested with or went anywhere near our family’s holdings. Third, I’d let it be known that he was permanently uninvited to anything and everything concerning me or my family.

      The bastard would ever be able to hurt Sarah again.

      She took my hand and then cupped my face. “You didn’t do anything. I ran. It’s been years now, and I've learned if I just stay honest and keep my distance from people, then I’m better off.”

      Our foreheads touched. She deserved better.

      “That’s not living,” I said.

      She laughed and replied, “You make me want to try to be someone else, but I’m terrified.”

      Adrenaline rushed though me, but I tampered it back as I said, “You can do anything you want. I know it’s too early for a relationship with you, but you need to know something.”

      She let out a small laugh and tilted her head. “What secrets could you possibly have?”

      I was all nerves right now, but I didn’t move as I said, “That I’m falling in love with you.”

      She shook her head. “You just want someone who's here for Joshua.”

      I put my hand on her hip and said, “He’s a part of me, but no. I selfishly want you all for myself, and it has doesn’t have a damn thing to do with my son.”

      Then she kissed me sweetly.

      In time she’d realize how wonderful we were together.

      I’d prove it.
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      Sarah

      

      Tears streaming down my face and a runny nose were not my best look. At least that's what my family would tell me right now.

      But finally the tears stopped, so when I wiped my face, my cheeks were only stained from the earlier ones.

      I met Cyrus’s gaze and wished I hadn’t told him. Well, not really. He needed to know but talking about the past was like I just took a knife and shoved it into my own gut, leaving me openly bloody and wounded.

      There was no way someone like him would end up with someone like me. I took a few breaths, but then we both heard our phones go off.

      Joshua was awake.

      Cyrus got up and said, “I’ll take a turn with Joshua. Why don't you take a shower, and then we’ll get some rest?”

      Clean myself up. Got it.

      I rubbed my forehead and realized that was a horrible thought, and unfair to Cyrus. He wasn’t anything like anyone else, and he’d given me time to recover while he took a turn with his own son.

      The shower helped my brain and body relax, and it was like the bleeding from my soul had slowed down to a trickle.

      I found a nightshirt and slipped it on, but then I gripped the vanity edge in the bathroom and said to myself, “It has been a long night.”

      As I opened the bathroom door, I heard Cyrus in the other room and Joshua’s happy little noises.

      I held my hand over my heart and said, “We answer to no one… except Joshua.”

      “I’ll be right here if you need me.” Cyrus said to his boy, but it was like he meant for me to hear it, too, through the side door.

      I brushed my hair and sat on the edge of the bed while he rocked Joshua.

      I listened and soon the baby was silent. He must have gone back to sleep.

      His new life would be a far better one, and he’d never remember what my sister once said to him when she’d been drinking. I’d hated leaving to go back to my job because, despite how smart she’d been, Leah never seemed to have much interest in soothing her own baby. I mumbled to myself, “He’s a lucky little boy. My sister had no idea how close Cyrus and his family are. She probably marked him simply because he's so rich.”

      Cyrus’s voice behind me interrupted my musings, “Why are you telling yourself things we already know?”

      I pivoted on the edge of the bed and asked, “You heard me?”

      “Yeah,” he said, and then sat beside me.

      I handed him a glass of water and poured one for myself. He’d been smart to bring up the tray earlier.

      For a minute we sat in silence. Once I finished my glass, the back of my neck still felt hot when I said, “I was feeling guilty because part of me thinks I was using you when I came here.”

      He reached over me and put his empty cup on the tray, saying, “I don’t mind at all, but why would you think that?”

      The bathrobe he wore didn’t hide his muscles at all. I took a deep breath, met his eyes, and decided it was time for the rest of the truth. He now knew my painful past, so it was time to find out where things stood between us.

      My hands shook at my sides, but I plowed on. “I was terribly unhappy, and with you and Joshua I've felt like I have a second shot at being someone I want to be. But it’s still all a lie.”

      His voice was low and soothing. “Or it’s who you’re meant to be.”

      I let out a small, empty laugh and shook my head. “I can’t believe that.”

      He pressed his hand next to mine and said, “You are in charge of your own life.”

      I sucked in my lips and then cupped his face. I refused to ever cry again, but I said, “Well, I can’t promise you anything more than whatever is happening right now. I can’t see a future for myself.”

      He brushed against my arm like we were friends who trusted each other and said, “I can wait.”

      My hair stood on end. He was so rich and could have literally anyone in the world. I swallowed and asked, “Why would you want to?”

      He leaned closer, and his body heat made my entire being clench with longing for him. Only him.

      Then he said, “Because you’re worth it.”

      I glanced down and studied our bare feet. My voice was shaky, but I said, “I’m not ready. I can’t give you anything but sex.”

      There. I finally managed to say it.

      The truth was I hated using people, and it cut to my core to find myself doing it anyway. He now knew why, but without giving him a chance to say anything, I met his stare and said, “Look, I’m not really part of your world. I have more in common with your nameless, faceless staff than with you.”

      His lips met mine and I melted. I curled my arms around his neck and met his passion with my own.

      I uncurled backwards on the bed, and he came with me.

      I was his. He untied his robe. I let him go to lift my shirt off, but when I was naked and ready, and so was he, he kissed my cheeks and said, “I’m making love to you, Sarah. I hope you know that.”

      I arched to give him everything, even if my soul broke inside me, and my orgasm hit fast and hard, breaking through to depths I never knew I had.
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      Cyrus

      

      I took my time with Sarah. I’d never wanted or waited for anyone the way I was doing with her, but there was something hypnotic about our connection. She was funny but direct with me, and her honesty was just one of her charms.

      She was the most captivating woman I’d ever met. And I would never have enough of her.

      When the bathroom door opened a crack, I called out to her, saying, “Come back to bed.”

      She took a deep breath, and her cute breasts went up and down with her breath, and she tiptoed to the edge of the bed and whispered, “It’s almost dawn now.”

      Funny, but she wouldn't let me simply hold her. We didn’t need to burn the sheets up every second, and to help her understand and believe that I patted the mattress right next to where I lay and said, “When it’s time, we’ll get up with Joshua and take him down for breakfast.”

      She sucked on her bottom lip, but then scooted in beside me, saying, “Okay, but I’m not going to sleep much.”

      I adjusted the blanket around her, and her arm pressed against mine, though she was so tense I finally said, “It’s fine. You need to relax.”

      Her eyes were wide for a moment, but then she settled next to me and let her lip free so she could say, “I’ll close my eyes.”

      Cuddling was a small victory. She hugged me and I stayed still. Just having her here made the air smell sweeter, and I was happy.

      I knew when she finally fell asleep because she had a slight snore, a sweet little buzz. I kissed her forehead, but she didn’t move at all.

      I adjusted her hair on the pillow and whispered into the dark room, “You’re sleeping… it’s probably best, but Sarah, you were right about one thing. I always get what I want, and you’re going to be mine.”

      I realized as I let her rest that she already had my entire heart. It wasn’t just in the heat of the moment sex. I was absolutely in love with her.
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      Sarah

      A few days later

      

      Night and day with Cyrus, where all our needs were taken care of while we swam, walked, played garden horseshoes, read to each other, and enjoyed each other and Joshua every second we could, made the prospect of leaving here hard.

      However, the crew finished loading the ship while I rocked Joshua and finished my tea at the makeshift table on the dock.

      The sky was clear, and everything was heavenly. Cyrus had talked on the phone for at least an hour and now paced back and forth on the beach.

      My body lit up like a plugged-in Christmas tree when Cyrus strode across the beach in my direction, and I stood up, holding Joshua like he was my life preserver.

      When Cyrus joined us, I said, “It’s going to be hard to leave.”

      He walked us toward the ship and said, “We can come right back after Warren’s birthday party.”

      He hopped on and then helped me, holding me and Joshua tight, like he was ready to protect us from everything. Then he let me go.

      I shaded my eyes from the blazing sun, holding Joshua so it didn't hit him, and said, “I’ll need to handle some business, so it’s okay that our vacation is over.”

      He nodded and then directed the captain to leave port. When he returned to my side he said, “We can go wherever you want.”

      Decisions. I wasn’t even sure if I should stay with him and do my job. I avoided meeting his eyes and said, “I can’t think about that. First I need to deal with the fallout from deaths of my sister and brother.”

      He held the door for me to go inside, away from the heat of the day, and said, “I can have my brother Jeff on point for you with whatever you need.”

      “The lawyer?” I asked as it was hard to remember which one was which, even after hearing a lot of his stories.

      He nodded, and my skin cooled from the air conditioning while he said, “It makes it easier to coordinate the paperwork.”

      Joshua started making noises and we both ran to the galley to grab a bottle.

      Cyrus hovering near me made me wonder if he wanted to rescue me or if he truly loved me.

      I wasn’t sure, but I refused to ask, and instead said, “I’d like that. More time to spend with Joshua.”

      His phone rang. He tensed like it was important but handed me the bottle from the fridge as he said, “And once everything is sorted out, we’ll figure out where to go next.”

      Good. Making decisions wasn't one of my top skills, especially right now, since I wasn’t sure if I was free to love him, or if I’d end up staying and eventually becoming my mother or my sister.

      We started back to the main room as I put the bottle in Joshua’s mouth, though I whispered, “This morning I thought about telling you I was leaving.”

      While we returned to the main room of the yacht, where we spent most of our days, he said, “I’m glad you started in the past tense, but can I ask why?”

      We left a day earlier than expected to avoid a brewing storm, but my pulse spiked right now, and I wasn’t sure how to calm down as I said, “Because maybe I’ve been living in hiding for so long that I don’t know what I feel or want. So I’m working on it.”

      His phone rang. He took it out of his back pocket and said, “Let me know if I can do anything to help.”

      I needed to sort out my head and my heart. I shook my head and said, “Oh you’ve done more than enough.”

      Then he showed me his phone and asked, “Can you get Joshua settled on the ship? I’ll be right outside for a few minutes.”

      “You can count on me,” I said, and curled into the seat near the window where we’d had sex before going onto the island. The memory replayed in my mind as he walked out of this room and into the one where we danced.

      I needed to clear my head too and figure out how to move on from my past. Maybe then I’d be able to figure out how I feel about Cyrus, other than knowing he's a handsome, a total sweetheart, and everything I’d ever want in a man.
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      Cyrus

      

      For days now I’d been reaching out to my entire family concerning Darren Davis. He’d never make a dime from us or anywhere my family continued to do business.

      Blacklisting took longer than I assumed, but at this point all the man’s windows of opportunity were closing.

      My brother had been hard to get ahold of, so when Warren called, I knew I needed to take his call.

      The first few minutes were just a rehash of his plans, but then the said, “I ordered myself furniture and set up some jobs for when I get to North Carolina.”

      Being a heart surgeon meant I trained myself to step back from my feelings and be hyperaware of the present moment. With my clients I always did everything in my power to help them avoid surgery, if possible, which made my approach a novelty for some.

      However, I’d been using that training for days now to slowly excise Darren from our lives. And Warren was one of the last pieces.

      For now, I kept the conversation about him, and asked, “And Maman and Pedar know?”

      “I requested the time off at work, so he’ll be tipped off.”

      My shoulders tensed. If Pedar had no access to computer, I’d have to wait until he got home, though I nodded and said, “Finding yourself is important.”

      Warren then said, “Well, before I go, I did as you asked. Darren Davis is divested of all Norouzi investments, and he’s blacklisted from ever using our firm again.”

      I let go of the breath I’d been unconsciously holding and said, “Good.”

      “Can you tell me why now?”

      I hadn't asked for or been given permission to discuss what Sarah shared, and Warren was the first one who asked. I tugged on my earlobe and chose my words carefully, “He… hurt Sarah in the past.”

      “That’s all you said before too. Look, since we’re all blocking the guy now, I hope it’s because we’re ensuring that you and Sarah get to live happily ever after.”

      Step one of ensuring she’d never again even see the man who abused her without her consent was now complete. If she chose to press charges, she’d have the advantage every weapon I had in my arsenal, because I was positive, she wasn’t his only victim. However, it was her choice and I only said, “It’s complicated, but we don’t want to ever do business with Darren Davis’s kind.”

      “What did you do?” Sarah asked from behind me.

      I turned around and she walked closer to me. “I ensured he has been barred from ever conducting business with or even near any of my family ever again.”

      Her face went white. She pressed a hand to her chest and said, “So you’re protecting me?”

      I rubbed the back of my head, unsure about the best way to answer, but then I shrugged and said, “We don’t do business with bad people—not when we know about it, anyway as we need to protect my family from potential criminal liability. And if I saw him ever, I’d be tempted to murder him for what he did to you.”

      She shook her head but gazed out at the ocean as she said, “You’re a good guy who couldn’t hurt anyone, but you don’t always have to save me. I can take care of myself.”

      This wasn’t about saving her. I put my hands in my pockets and said, “One of Pedar’s rules is that we use our money to ensure good things happen and avoid anyone who might do or cause negative things. He said happy circular money ensures we continue to have plenty of it.”

      She looked at me but didn't quite meet my gaze as she said, “Well, money has never been happy or circular in my world, but I think you'll want to come inside and have some water and the fun-looking snacks that were just delivered.”

      Neither of us moved. I inched closer to her until I could feel her nearness without either of us touching as I said, “And now you’re taking care of me.”

      Her face pinkened and she sauntered inside, flipping her hair behind her shoulders, and saying, “Nah I just like when you stare at my ass, Handsome.”

      “Well, that is a bonus,” I said, and stared at her ass.

      I wasn’t sure how to convince her that what was happening between us was good, or how to keep her safe without insulting her.

      I’d just have to try harder, because I needed her with me and my son, forever.
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      We finished eating outside and moved back into the main room. My son was wide awake, and while Sarah rocked him, I began to notice the way Joshua had begun to bond with her while they cuddled.

      I glanced out the window and straightened in surprise. Wow. I told the captain we needed to get back fast, and we had a powerful engine, but I was still impressed when I saw the familiar shoreline coming into view.

      We settled onto the seats, and I pointed to the house in the distance. Her eyes widened and she asked, “We made it back faster than on the way to your island?”

      Joshua wailed like I was taking Sarah away from him.

      I rubbed my hand on her back and glanced down at her as I said, “We have a good tailwind, and I wanted to get home a day before the family arrives. This way you’ll have time to handle whatever you need without dealing with paperwork.”

      My son's cries escalated to screams.

      “Good plan,” she said, raising her voice a bit.

      She maneuvered him again to see if he had gas.

      I glanced down at her when my son clutched my finger. He quieted just from having her attention. I winked at him but then gazed back at Sarah. I wondered if she’d ever go out on a real date with me.

      She might need the dinner and flower moments, and I’d be happy to give her whatever her heart desired. However, I kept still, because every time we talked, Joshua screamed.

      When we were finally off the ship and back on land, his cries went into a lull, and it was starting to look like he preferred to be held tight. He probably thought of Sarah as his mother since she was the one who took care of him.

      I hoped that when I asked her out, she'd agree, because it would mean she was emotionally ready to acknowledge that we have a relationship. She wasn’t there yet, even though I was.

      I opened the front door, and the air conditioning blasted us with cool air, and as I closed the door, my son immediately quieted.

      We headed right to the kitchen for a bottle as I said, “And it seems Joshua likes being inside the house.”

      “He’s a smart one,” she said and gaze him a hug. I took out a bottle and placed it in his mouth. She took over, and we returned to the main room.

      She hummed while he fed, and soon Joshua fell asleep.

      Finally. He’d be out for a while now because it seemed like he’d been up for hours.

      I took him and carried him up to his nursery, laying him down gently so he wouldn't wake up. She followed, and as we returned to the main room, I closed Joshua's door behind us.

      Now was my chance to argue freely, so I said, “What if you and I leave Joshua with Maman and Pedar tomorrow night and go out to dinner by ourselves?”

      She clutched her hands together. “That sounds like an official date.”

      Maybe it was. I shrugged. This was a step forward, beyond simply enjoying each other physically, so I said, “It’s one night out when we don't have to drop whatever we're doing and run to the baby's room… and then, after he's back to sleep, trying to remember where we left off.”

      She took my hand and walked me to her bedroom as she said, “I can’t think about that. Tomorrow is the future.”

      I followed her in, but my stomach twisted. I wanted to have her at my side for everything from a burger to more.

      I closed the door behind me and said, “It’s not really.”

      She took her shirt off and shimmied out of her boat pants as she said, “You said you were fine… as we are.”

      My muscles tensed as I stared at her in her white bra and panties, though I managed to say, “I’m not asking for the world, just a chance.”

      She traced my arms and held my waist as she said, “Just kiss me, okay?”

      Her lips met mine, and I hardened in an instant. I wanted her, as always.

      She reached for my shirt and tugged it up, saying, “We finally have some time for ourselves right now."

      True. I’d spent the morning making sure she was safe, and then the ride home was choppy, and my son never stopped crying.

      The moment we kissed, my body heated.

      I ached for her, but I wanted what she couldn’t give me… her heart.

      She reached for my pants as we fell on her bed, but then I stopped her and shook my head. I was too wound up, so I said, “I love you. I can’t keep pretending like this. It’s not my nature.”

      Tears glittered in her eyes, but it was like she understood. She cupped my face and kissed me again.

      Then she removed the last shred of her clothes and brushed against my chest.

      In her kiss it was like I found my home.

      With her body on mine, I burned. I removed my pants and boxer briefs.

      She opened her legs as I suckled on her nipples.

      I was hard and ready for her in an instant, and she curled her fingers in my hair, clearly enjoying herself. But inside, my heart broke because she wasn’t ready to claim me as hers. She might never be.

      I ignored it, grabbing a condom and, once it was on, entering her core. Once we found our rhythm, I stopped thinking about anything except her happiness. She cried out at her release, and I met her.

      It happened so fast, but she spasmed, an aftereffect of her orgasm… but I wasn’t sure what I should do.

      She closed her eyes and rested against me. Cuddling had once been a small victory in my mind, so I held her and tried to cling to hope in spite of the obstacles.

      She sighed and then whispered in her sleep, “I love you too.”

      The dam in my heart burst open as hope bloomed again.
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      Sarah

      

      Tomorrow morning we’d see his family again, and I’d have to match his brothers’ names with their faces in more detail.

      Hopefully no one would ask for too many details about what we’d been up to because I wasn’t sure what to say.

      However, I didn't want to think about that too much now. Cyrus was still sound asleep in my bed, but I couldn’t sleep.

      I needed to do something for him, because I wasn’t sure how to apologize for using sex to avoid discussing his feelings and our future.

      My heart twisted, because, I needed to face the facts, that I was behaving exactly like my sister and mother after all.

      Their blood was in my veins too.

      The night air… or maybe my shallow breaths… only made me feel worse. Part of me wanted to just run away, fast. However, I rode out the storm inside until the sensation burned away. I’d never be like them on purpose.

      Once I was sure I was fine, my mind focused on my task. His clothes, his food, and everything in his house already had staff assigned to do things for him.

      So I paced and thought hard, and then decided I could at least comb through my sister’s things and find pictures of Joshua right after he was born and get an album to make this for him. He’d like that.

      So I found my old phone and scrolled through.

      It turned out I had a lot of pictures. I found sixty, and sent them all to my printing app.

      The pictures wouldn’t necessarily make up for the fact that I'd been behaving exactly like my sister, who treated Cyrus like a toy. A disposable toy.

      It was a start, though. I hated myself for breaking his heart.
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      Cyrus

      

      Joshua was crying. I jumped up and rubbed the back of my neck. Sarah wasn’t here, and her side of the bed was cold, which meant she’d been up for a while.

      I tugged on my boxers and scrambled into his room, but she was already there, holding him while he drained his bottle.

      In the moonlight she was hypnotic and beautiful. And I needed to stop pushing her.

      My heart twisted. Earlier, I shouldn’t have told her again that I love her. I stiffened my spine as I met her gaze and asked, “Why were you up?”

      She rocked Joshua, adjusting his bottle and blanket, and whispered, sounding like it didn't really matter, said, “I was trying to figure out what I could do to thank you, and feeling like I've failed at that too.”

      I walked closer and squatted down to cup my son’s head and gaze up at her while I said, “You swooped in and helped Joshua faster than I did.”

      “He’s all I've got,” she said, and gave him a small squeeze of a hug.

      I put my hand on my heart. “That’s not entirely true.”

      Her face turned pink, and she lowered her lashes.

      I cringed inwardly. It really was time to back off.

      Then she said, “I never said thank you for cutting Darren out of your life… for me. I should have.”

      My heart thudded as I whispered, “I’m trying to give you space, but I don’t want you ever to be afraid.”

      I stood, because I wasn’t sure how to let go, but then Joshua still seemed hungry. We’d both be up, so I said, “Thank you. Are you in the mood for some ice cream while you feed Joshua?”

      “Sounds fun,” she said, with a hint of a smile.

      Perfect. I’d have to learn to wait. I called downstairs, and the staff confirmed my order right away. Then I returned to her side and said, “Sundaes will be delivered shortly.”

      From now on I needed to be more fun, though I'd never perfected the art of being relaxed. It was time for me to give it my best shot.
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      Cyrus

      

      Sarah took a shower while I went downstairs to make sure breakfast on the patio was set. She wanted hot water with lemon today, so we’d have to boil her a pot. Joshua was in my arms, gurgling and waving his little hands as I jogged downstairs in the morning sunlight.

      Just as I made it to the bottom, the front door opened and Maman and Pedar walked in.

      Maman threw her arms open and ignored me while she cooed at Joshua and took him from me as she asked, “Is this my grandson?”

      I hugged my father and then said to both of them, “You’re back early.”

      We walked to the grand room, where I quickly stopped staff who were setting more places on the patio per my presence as we all knew they’d want to eat despite what she’d said as my mother replied, “We wanted to hold Joshua. How was the island?”

      I returned to my parents’ side, but I glanced up at the stairs when I heard footsteps, though I replied to Maman, “Relaxing. If it wasn’t for Warren’s birthday and a storm, we’d have stayed longer.”

      Sarah appeared at the top of the stairs, walking toward us, though she took small steps. My mother beckoned for Sarah to join us, but her nearness made my heart skip as my mother said, “I’m sure the house will be fine from any storm, but I’m glad you’re here.”

      As Sarah approached, Maman went to stand beside her while she continued talking to me. “You and Warren were always so close, and he’d want you here.” Then she looked right at Sarah, ignoring my father and I as she said, “Sarah, thank you for keeping this precious baby so happy.”

      Sarah rocked on her feet and tilted her as she said, “That’s the easy part, Mrs. Norouzi.”

      My mother had a bright smile on her face as she said, “Roxanne. Now you two go and enjoy your breakfast, alone.”

      Sarah hugged her waist, but we both went out on the patio, though the second we were alone, she said, “Guess we’ve been dismissed.”

      I shrugged and then held her seat for her. “She's used to getting what she wants.”

      “Having people grant her every request and fulfil them is an ideal, and she's a lucky woman,” she said, and then smiled when she noticed she had a pot of hot water with lemon, as requested. She poured as I sat down.

      We already had basic plates since Sarah had been upset about the extravagant buffet of options earlier. Once my brothers and their families arrived, the "extravagant" buffet would be back, but this morning we kept it simple.

      I added cheese to my flatbread and decided I wanted to ask Sarah out again. I looked at her and said, “Instead of hanging around while my siblings arrive, would you like to go out, maybe head to the beach and get something to eat?”

      She narrowed her eyes, but I spotted a slight curve of her lips that could have been a smile. “Are you asking me out on a date?”

      “No pressure.” I said quickly. Last night it seemed to me that she was asking for a do-over, but I might have read everything wrong.

      “Well, then ask.” she said, while she scooted closer to me.

      I took her hand in mine and asked, “Will you go out with me on a date?”

      She beamed at me and bounced in her seat as she said, “Yes! I wanted to say yes yesterday, so I’m glad you re-asked.”

      “Perfect,” I said, and we ate our small breakfast in comfortable, silent harmony.

      Once we were done, we returned to find my mother burping my son. She glanced at us and asked, “Did I hear you two want to go out by yourselves for a few hours?”

      The staff clearly listened to everything. Sarah was red-faced, but I said, “Yes, Maman.”

      She stood and told me, “Look, go put on something nice. I’ll have the staff lay out stuff in your room and send my stylist in for you, Sarah.”

      Sarah’s eyes widened. “Stylist?”

      She then smiled and spoke to Sarah like they were best friends, saying, “Yes. Cyrus will take you wherever you want.”

      Sarah tensed and clutched her grandmother’s necklace, saying, “The burgers sounded nice.”

      And if that was what she wanted, we’d stay low-key. My mother walked us to the stairs and said, “You two have all day to yourselves. Enjoy it.”

      Again, we filed upstairs like we had our orders. Once we made it to the top step, I asked, “Is there anywhere you want to see? We can take the jet and be back in the evening.”

      “The jet?” she asked and sucked in her bottom lip.

      My brother’s birthday was tomorrow, so I said, “Yeah, though since we have to be back, I’d stick to the East Coast.”

      She took a deep breath and gave me a short nod, like she just made a momentous decision. “Miami.”

      I stared at her, my expression probably stunned, and asked, “Yeah? You don’t seem the party type to me.”

      She patted my abs and nodded. “True, but my grandmother always wanted to retire there, so I’m curious about it. And besides, in the movies, there's always a big dance-off going on there somewhere, and we’ve been practicing.”

      My face heated. I hadn't expected her answer would be about me. I hugged her and said, “Sounds fun. I’ll have it all set up, then.”

      I went to my room to shower and find something to wear that could double as dancing clothes.

      Once I was done, I returned to Sarah’s room and heard my mother and her stylist in there with her. My mother hugged Sarah and said, “You're going to Miami? Then you'd better keep your hair up with all that humidity.”

      Sarah glanced up at my mother and her eyes seemed glassy as she said, “Sounds like a good idea.”

      The stylist worked on her hair while I watched from the door as my mother picked out clothes from the closet while she mused, “I hope you and my son have fun. He’s always so serious.”

      Sarah's answer sounded like she'd already enjoyed herself today, “Well, he loves to dance, so I figure we can practice there.”

      My mother showed her a few dresses. Sarah pointed, and my mother nodded as she said, “Well, take your time and have fun. Parvis and I will enjoy being grandparents.”

      “You’re sweet, Roxanne,” Sarah said.

      My heart swelled. My Sarah belonged here, with all of us. Hopefully she knew it too.

      I stepped back to let them talk more.

      And I changed my outfit to match hers, since she was wearing white.

      Hopefully dancing and some romance would help her trust me enough to realize it was safe to love me back.

      An hour later I checked on her again and she was ready.

      My heart thundered as I stared at her.

      She was different.

      Calmer. Smiling. I offered my arm, and we walked down the stairs as I said, “I hope you don’t mind my mother too much.”

      She brightened as she said, “Are you joking? I wish my mom was half as supportive.”

      “Let’s get going,” I said and held the door for her.

      Today, Miami. Tomorrow, maybe she would accept my heart.
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      Sarah

      

      The drive to the airport was short, and security merely saluted Cyrus while we stepped onto the tarmac and walked to the plane, when I realized none of this was normal.

      Staff waited for us like we were important, perhaps even presidential. As I climbed the first step, he rested his hand on my back like he intended to protect me from falling.

      The hostess offered us flutes of champagne. I quickly thanked her and accepted, and then, when we entered the seating area, I was stunned. There was a dining table, a galley area, seats grouped together like a living room, and a desk area off to the side.

      Then I spotted a second room where I saw the edge of a bed. I looked up to meet his eyes and said, “This is a flying penthouse suite.”

      He suggested I sit on one of the couches. I took a small sip of champagne and then curled into the black leather seat. He joined me and said, “We have businesses throughout the world, so if we need to be somewhere in a hurry, we can be.”

      I smiled and watched out the window while we taxied out of the spot and out on the runway.

      I was really flying. I tensed as we went faster, and Cyrus took my hand. I squeezed my eyes shut as we lifted, and my heart pounded wildly.

      The when the plane finally settled into smooth progress, I finally dared to look out. We were in the air!

      I whooshed out the breath I'd been holding and glanced at Cyrus. He clinked glasses with me like everything was normal and said, “We’ll have some late lunch and then go find our dance instructor.”

      “You hired someone?” I asked, and then realized that not only was the seat I was in sinfully comfortable, but somehow, I was completely fine. My shoulders release the tension while I sipped my champagne.

      His smile brightened, and he said, “We have a practice, and then a competition I found.”

      I reminded myself to keep breathing. I hadn’t expected a professional instructor. I squeezed his hand and nodded. Even if I fell on my face, he’d be happy showing off. So I asked, “So we’re really doing this?”

      “It’s all in fun,” he said and gently clinked his champagne flute against mine.

      I let out a sigh. For a second, I imagined myself with Cyrus after twenty years together, winning some seniors’ competition. Life would be amazing if he loved me long enough to grow old together like that. I giggled at the idea and relaxed against his side as I asked, “Are all your brothers as romantic as you are?”

      He laughed and shook his head, “I’m not romantic. Roman usually is the over-the-top one, and I’m the most stoic, to be honest.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him and then brushed his elbow as I said, “Dancing is not the passion of a stoic. The word 'stoic' to me means the Spartans in movies who live to make war. You’re the opposite.”

      The twinkle in his gaze sent a thrill to my heart. I wondered if it was okay to dream about a future together. He winked at me and said, “Glad you think so.”

      We finished our champagne and a server handed us some fruit. My heart still thumped, but my mind began to buzz with questions. Happiness was never in my fate, so I crossed my legs and asked, “Did you date a dancer?”

      He straightened. “No.”

      I tilted my head and my eyes widened. Maybe I was one in a long line of romances stretching forward from his past. I then said, “You’re red-faced.”

      He rubbed the back of his head and took a deep breath. My skin buzzed. There was bad news coming. Finally he said, “My instructor wanted to date, but then I found out Leah gave birth to my son.”

      Adrenaline zapped through me while I silently thanked my sister. Then I winced at the thought because it made me a horrible person. I tensed and asked, “What happened to the instructor?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing. I focused on my son, and she found herself another partner for the competition. And now I have you.”

      Heat rushed to my face, and I had to look away. Goose bumps prickled from my neck to my arms as I said, “I’m not a blessing like that, though.”

      He was watching me. I felt it in every cell of my body. I slowly opened my eyes.

      As soon as our eyes met, he said, “Don’t sell yourself short, Sarah.”

      Neither of us said anything more.

      While he poured a second small glass for each of us, I sighed and said, “It’s hard to believe I’m here with you, and we’re drinking champagne. It’s like I landed in some sort of alternate reality, and I keep wondering how it’s possible you’re here with me. Dreaming was never… my reality. Until today.”

      He got up and went over to the galley while I shifted in my seat and wondered what he was about to do or say. Then he returned and placed a jewelry box for a necklace in my hands as he said, “Good, because I borrowed these, so you'll shine on TV beside me.”

      I clutched the box while my pulse pounded. My voice sounded squeaky as I asked, “TV?”

      He tapped the box and I opened it. The necklace glittered way more than my grandmother’s tree pendant. It was like a beacon in the sky, it spread so much light. He said, “They’re filming the competition, and you should be wearing Cartier.”

      The only reason I even knew Cartier existed, much less recognized the name, was from movies and TV. However, his family was their ideal customer. He gestured for me to turn around so he could fasten it around my neck.

      The weight wasn’t so bad. It was like I was born to wear it, though I couldn't resist saying, “You must have learned that from your mom.”

      He finished latching the necklace, gave my shoulder and gentle squeeze, and I sat beside him again, tingly with hope for the future. Maybe it was possible to be happy.

      He curled his arm around me like I was precious to him and said, “I hope Maman doesn’t come across as too aggressive when it comes to my happiness.”

      “No, she’s wonderful. It’s clear who you learned it from,” I said, and held his hand.

      A soft, quiet, coziness took over in that second, but I didn’t care.

      I finally understood and accepted that Cyrus was amazing.

      Then a few tears trickled down my cheeks, though I tried to wipe them away before he noticed.
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      Cyrus

      

      The tears in her eyes replayed over and over again in my mind, like a movie or video clip set on repeat. I wanted Sarah to share my life, and to prove she could trust me with her heart. But my stomach tightened as the fear that I might never win her love replayed in my mind.

      And I wasn’t sure what to do.

      When we walked off the plane to the waiting car, she took my hand.

      The air outside was hot and stifling.

      But not as miserable and stifling as my realization that I might have to let Sarah go for good.

      She tugged my arm and said, “Let’s go, slowpoke! The limo's waiting for us.”

      I nodded and followed, keeping my tension to myself.

      My heart was breaking down into brittle shards of glass. I knew what emotional heartbreak could cause physically and knew that, somehow, I needed to learn how to love her without having a part of my daily life.

      When we scooted into the limo, she said, “I don’t know if this dress is appropriate for a TV show. It’s awfully short, and I thought we were dancing on the beach.”

      I knew my smile wasn’t from my soul when I squeezed her hand and said, “I hired stylists, so you’ll be perfect.”

      “I’ll never be that,” she said, and her face turned red. I winced, knowing I said the wrong thing again, but there was no way to take it back.

      Once the limo took off for our destination, she took my hand and asked, “Is everything okay Cyrus?”

      “Of course,” I said, hoping it was true.

      I loved her, and that love would need to be strong enough to see me through whatever happened next.
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      Sarah

      

      We got out of the limo in front of the huge convention center hosting the event, and a red carpet and mob of photographers awaited us.

      I gripped Cyrus’s arm to keep myself from jumping back into the limo. I couldn’t see a thing because of the flashing lights.

      He put an arm around my waist and waved like this was normal.

      Huh. I guess people wanted photos of trillionaires. I tensed for a second.

      No one had ever bothered to take my picture. And that was when I knew the video Darren Davis had posted everywhere online to humiliate me could haunt Cyrus.

      I shouldn’t be in his world.

      But he already knew everything about me. I glanced at his profile and took a deep breath.

      Today I needed to stop. Fears were just nonsense in my head that prevented me from doing what I wanted.

      And I wanted to be with Cyrus. Now and forever.

      So today I’d just focus on the dance and him.

      Finally the red-carpet walk was over, and we entered a building.

      I looked up, and up, to see sunlight pouring in from a glass ceiling while the air conditioning kept the place cool.

      Everything was lovely. When my nerves finally took over, I fell back on stating the obvious. “This is a convention center.”

      He gestured toward to an elevator marked "reserved," and no one stopped us. Once the door closed, he let me go, and I suddenly felt alone and chilled, though he said, “We have a private room I booked, and we’ll have our dinner delivered.”

      Honestly, even a couple of weeks ago I wouldn't have gone anywhere near this place, except maybe, if I could afford to take a day off from the diner, standing outside at a distance, wondering who was going inside.

      And all at once my spirits lifted. My life had changed for the better, even If only temporarily, so took his hand and prepared to enjoy myself.

      As the doors opened and we headed to a room with a white door, I asked, “And you’re sure you’re not looking to win? I’ll follow you, but this is still just for fun?”

      He paused to let me go in first while he gazed down at me. “Yes, don’t worry.”

      Something seemed off with him, so I patted his cheek as I passed and decided we both needed to just have fun. “Okay, then let’s just enjoy ourselves.”

      My eyes widened when I spotted an older lady, her gray hair in a bun, standing near a buffet table. She reminded me of a schoolteacher. Then Cyrus said, “That’s our teacher. Come, Sarah, this is Zelda.”

      “Is she the one you almost dated?”

      He froze and his eyes widened. “What? No.”

      Heat rose to my face, and I closed my eyes. “I’m joking. I guess I’m not very good at it, Handsome.”

      He put his arms out in dance form. The teacher came closer, studying us with the intensity of a general doing an inspection.

      The gleam in Cyrus's eye intensified, but he walked me around a corner toward a rack of dress as he asked, “Which outfit will look good on you on TV?”

      I giggled. If I was going to be on TV, then I needed to sparkle. I went through a few clothes on the rack and then stopped and showed him the gold and green glitter bikini top with pops of blue. “Oh, we’re definitely going with this glitter bikini top.”

      And the matching skirt had a long slit on one side that would show one leg up to my hip. It was exactly what I thought of when I thought "dance show," and I moved it to a separate rack.

      After I gave the bikini top one last pat, we returned to the teacher as he said, “You seem excited.”

      I tilted my head and met his gaze, and with my hands over my heart I said, “Of course. I’m with you.”

      He rocked back on his feet. “You mean that?”

      “Hold proper form,” the teacher commanded us.

      We complied. And his arm around my waist let me believe as we moved together to the music that just started. Once we found our simple routine, I whispered, “I’m here to dance with you while you make me believe happiness is possible.”

      He sucked in his breath and almost stepped on my toes. Then he picked me up and hugged me as he asked, “You’re happy?”

      The teacher made a disgusted sound, and we quickly returned to our dance.

      He twirled me, and when I was back in his arms and we started the promenade, I quickly said, “I realized on the plane that dreaming and imagining the future aren't painful or scary when I’m in your arms.”

      He twirled me at the end, and we fell back into our formation. Then he said, “I thought you were upset.”

      We finished the song, and the teacher critiqued our routine. Then she gave us some pointers, and Cyrus asked her to come back later.

      Then he restarted the music, but we were alone. My heart beat more wildly when he touched me now. Truthfully, my body ached to be his as I said, “How can I be upset with the best man I’ll ever meet?”

      He held me tighter and whispered, “Sheereen-am.”

      “I like that nickname,” I said and went up on tiptoe.

      Then I puckered my lips because I needed at least a kiss. I was his if he still wanted me.
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      Cyrus

      

      Her sweet kiss was more powerful than medicine. She gave me hope.

      Now we’d practiced on our own, and our instructor had returned to ensure we were prepared, we wouldn't make fools of ourselves. However, we never had enough alone time for me to ask what had changed.

      My heart now hoped she might love me back one day.

      Hair and makeup and tailors all arrived to ensure we looked perfect for TV.

      All I could manage to do most of the time was smile at her.

      I ached to hold her.

      Once we finished, we were led downstairs and given our numbers.

      Then we were directed to a line where we would wait for our turn.

      Finally we had a quiet moment once we found our spot, and I asked, “Are you ready?”

      She laughed and said, “I half wanted to run and find a hotel room for the two of us.”

      I actually started to sweat while I pressed my forehead to hers and whispered, “We can skip the contest.”

      She tilted her head from side to side and tapped her fingertip on her chin, but we moved forward a step with the rest of the line. Then she said, “No. You’ve been wanting to do this, and since we’re already here, it would be a shame to waste all the efforts of those hair stylists and tailors and makeup artists and jewelers.”

      We took another step forward, and the music from the arena section grew louder.

      I held her hand, straightened, and squared my shoulders as I asked, “You’re sure?”

      She wrinkled her nose and said, “Sure. This might be the only time I ever get to wear a tiara.”

      My heart beat faster. She was adorable, and funny, and today wasn’t supposed to be pressure for her or me. I needed to enjoy our time together. We both did.

      We stepped up, and the music changed again, though I said, “You can wear one every day we’re together.”

      She brushed her fingers against my face and her eyes seemed brighter. “No, I can’t imagine showing up with diamonds at breakfast or while I'm rushing to feed Joshua.”

      She giggled.

      Okay, maybe my example might have been a little extreme, now I thought about it. However, I shrugged and simply said, “I’m just saying you can.”

      The stagehand waved us forward onto the next mark, and Sarah said, “It’s time to queue up.” We stayed where we were, and then she winked at me and said, “Look at me. Picking up the lingo already.”

      This time I laughed. We confirmed our music choice, and then I said to her, “You’re offbeat funny.”

      She let out a sigh and squeezed my hand while the couple in front of us finished their dance and waited for their scores. She whispered to me, “Maybe that’s why you stay close to me. I keep it real for you.”

      The stagehand waved for us to go. We walked through to the bright lights of the stage as I squeezed her hand, straightened my shoulders, and said, “We’re on.”

      We stood in the middle and couldn’t see anything beyond each other because the lights were focused on us. We stilled, and she said, “Then it’s time for me to follow you.”

      Then the music came on.

      I was lost in her eyes while holding her.

      We twirled, circled the floor, promenaded, and showed off our waltz with smidges of a tango sneaked in.

      The time on stage flew because I was with Sarah.

      Next thing I knew our music ended, and we stood while three judges told us our scores of 9, 8, and 8.8. As we walked out of the arena, she said, “Our scores were pretty good. I assumed we’d get at least one heckler, like the one we sometimes got at the diner who always complained about the coffee.”

      However, I needed time alone with Sarah, without all the fuss. So we finished our post-dance interview, and then I took her hand and led her right to the elevator bank as I said, “We’ll wait for the finale in our suite upstairs.”

      She walked with me, but she bounced a bit while she said, “There wasn’t anywhere to sit.”

      I glanced at the clock. Then I said, “There is now. And we can be alone.”

      The elevator doors closed, though there were other people riding with us for now. She whispered in my ear, “All alone?”

      I nodded. We got off on our floor and went down the hall to our private room. We were in the hall when I whispered back, “Also, now we can lock the door.”

      She locked her arm with mine and nodded. “Lead the way, Handsome.”

      I needed to find a way to have her again. I needed her happiness, and her, as much as I needed air to breathe.

      So I held the door open for her—and locked it when I followed her inside.
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      Sarah

      

      The click of the lock rang in my ears louder than the music in the stadium earlier.

      My heart hammered, but I met his gaze.

      He wanted me.

      Truthfully, I ached for him, too. I licked my lips as he came closer, and we were seconds from a kiss.

      The space around us was electrified by our longing for each other.

      My muscles tensed, because I needed to tell him the whole truth before we went any further, so I said, “We have to be downstairs in an hour.”

      He reached for me, and my muscles went all tingly as he said, “True. We can be careful.”

      Absolutely. I was ready for him. I lowered my eyes and gazed at his lips while the rest of the world turned fuzzy.

      Then he said, "Yes, and your confidence in what you want to do is incredibly sexy.”

      Oh, I absolutely wanted him. My hands curled around his muscles, and I tensed as I said, “Only you can read my mind.”

      Our lips met, and I hugged him closer.

      His kiss made my knees and body all melt like snow on a warm, sunny day. However, as we paused for breath, I pressed back and said, “Wait.”

      He let me go immediately, saying, “Don’t feel pressured.”

      I reached for his hands and tugged him back to me, saying, “I don't. I just want to talk first.”

      “Sure.” He said, but his shoulders seemed stiff as we walked to the couch. We settled in, and he asked, “Everything okay?”

      I scooted closer and cupped his face. “I never wanted to use you, and I fought hard against believing I could ever love you. I thought if I ended up with you, it would be like I used you forever.”

      His brown eyes darkened to almost black as he said, “That’s not love.”

      Adrenaline heightened my senses as I said, “No, it’s not. But that was my fear. Then I realized that by pushing you away from loving me, I was hurting you, and that broke my heart.”

      His face became unreadable. I tense and hoped I hadn't destroyed us as he said, “Don’t worry about me.”

      This was it. It was time to tell him how I felt. I swallowed and said, “That’s impossible. I love you. I’ve been falling for you since the day we met, and from what I understand, caring about the other person is part of loving them.”

      His eyes widened, but he remained silent. Then he pressed his knee next to mine and asked, “Wait. Did you just say you love me?”

      I laughed and nodded as I said, “I did. I do. I love you.”

      He traced my exposed belly with the tips of his fingers sending little tremors of desire through me, but his smile got bigger and bigger as he said, “That’s all I ever wanted to hear from you.”

      Once again, we kissed, and steam heat whooshed through me. I was put on this earth to make him happy because he made me ecstatic.

      I tucked my legs up on the couch so I could circle him, because now we had no more secrets. And he reached for his pants.

      His cock was ready for me. Very ready.

      I swallowed and ached to feel him, but a thought popped into my head, and I tensed. So I met his gaze, because he needed to know every truth I knew when I said, “One more second.”

      I didn’t move my legs back, but he froze and set the condom wrapper down next to me as he asked, “What else is on your mind?”

      Maybe it wasn’t the time, but I trusted him, and I was tired of my past putting a hold our future, so I said, “It’s my sister.”

      “I hardly knew her.” He sat straighter.

      I went up and brushed a kiss against his cheek and said, “I’m aware of that, but it's not what I was going to say.”

      He nodded like he needed a second, but then said, “Oh, okay, then what?”

      My sister and brother talked when they drank. I hadn't been involved, but I overheard plenty.

      I swallowed and said, “From what I understand, she enjoyed working with your brother Elon, but considered him as a backup choice if you didn’t work out. I don’t think your brother knew that about her, but she was always super-supportive of Elon, and I don’t want her to ever separate members of your family from her grave.”

      He tilted his head and his cheeks reddened, but then he shrugged and said, “To be honest, I was mad at my brother when he hired her, but we worked all that out. I’ll introduce you to Elon when we get back to Warren’s birthday party tonight.”

      “Okay, so I feel better.” I said and wiggled a bit to settle myself more comfortably on his lap.

      He motioned with his head. “We still have forty minutes until we have to be downstairs.”

      Less time, true, but now nothing stood in our way, though I said, “Well I’ll need twenty to fix myself.”

      He reached behind me and said, “I’m glad you picked the bikini.”

      He unfastened the dress top that was more like a glittery bra. My breasts fell out without the support, so I did a little shimmy and said, “Well, I aim to please, Handsome.”

      He laughed and hugged me closer. “Tell me again how you feel.”

      I removed the skirt and wiggled my panties off as I said, “I love you.”

      He unfastened his pants and slipped on the protection. A second later I guided him in and rode him.

      Cyrus had my heart, and his cock inside me drove me wild.

      In seconds I forgot where we were, or anything other than I was entirely his, my heart, body, soul, and whatever else he wanted from me.
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      Cyrus

      

      We cleaned up in the small en suite half bath, but I didn't scrub too hard because my skin smelled like her strawberries now. But I helped fix her strap so it was straight and then nodded down at her as I said, “You look great.”

      She let out a throaty laugh and shook her head. “You’re sweet, but luckily we’re not looking to win, so hopefully no one notices my hair's a mess now. Let’s go.”

      Right. I fixed my tie, and we left the private suite I'd booked so we could practice. I took her hand in the hallway as I caught up with her and said, “The plane is waiting for us.”

      We entered the elevator, where we were squished in with others. She took my hand and asked, “Do you think your mom watched our performance?”

      I nodded. “She’s probably already sent the clip to every relative, but I don’t care.”

      Her cheeks still had that pretty flush, and I replayed what happened in our suite as we went over to the stagehand, who then directed us to where we would stand next to our competition.

      The bright lights were hypnotizing, in part because I wasn’t sure what was happening.

      But when the floodlights beamed directly down on us, the announcer said, “In third place, Cyrus Norouzi and Sarah Litchenberg.”

      “Are you serious?” Sarah squeaked.

      We were then given medals, but to be honest, I still can't remember a word that was said.

      When dancing with Sarah, all I ever saw was her.

      She was shaking beside me. When the announcers moved on to someone else, I leaned close and I whispered to her, “So you just won your half of three hundred dollars.”

      She hugged me and said, “Keep it as a down payment on that phone.”

      I shook my head. The phone was a gift, given simply because I wanted to make her happy. The announcers went on to the big winners, and I whispered, “Nope. How about we use it to enter another competition?”

      She met my gaze as we took a step forward to be in the winner’s circle and said, “It’s a good thing I love you.”

      She'd stopped being afraid to be seen with me.

      I had something important I wanted to say, but I held back for now.

      We took our last bow and then the lights were turned off.

      Other competitors all shook hands, and I nodded.

      Eventually we made it to the hall where the organizers waited with paperwork. My driver nodded when I signaled that he needed to wait a while longer, and we both took turns standing in line to leave and using the restrooms to change.

      Once we were both in our white cotton clothes, the air fizzed now we were together again. Then I said, “I want us to make one call before we go to the plane.”

      She tilted her head and said, “Sure. Any reason?”

      I kissed her cheek. Everything I did was for her, though all I said was, “I’ll explain later, but if you don't mind signing for us, I’ll be right over there.”

      Now I was sure she loved me, I wanted us to be together officially.

      So I called the jeweler and talked to them to deliver a ring selection to the plane. I listened while the show organizers told Sarah, “Congrats! You and your partner were great today.”

      She signed, and because I still had the phone to my ear, she said, “Thank you. Honestly this is the first time I've ever won anything—ever—so I’m thrilled.”

      My heart thumped. She’d been denied so much in life, but now I’d be able to shower her with surprise after surprise for the rest of our lives. I smiled.

      The organizer checked the paperwork and said to Sarah, “Honey, it looks like you won a guy who adores you, so I'd say you definitely don’t have bad luck.”

      I was obvious. Good. I hung up the phone as she said to the staff, “Thanks.”

      And then we were off.

      More people took our picture.

      She stayed tucked under my arm as we hurried to the limo.

      Once we were inside and took off, a soothing quiet surrounded us. We were alone. She took a sip of her water from bottle left on her seat, and once she finished, she asked me, “Everything okay?”

      I was surprisingly a little nauseous and praying she would say yes when she saw the diamond I just bought, and my skin prickled with excitement the limo wove through traffic on the way to our plane. I only said, “Sure, just excited to be on our way home.”

      We were on the highway when she asked, “Who did you need to call so suddenly?”

      I wanted to surprise her. I rubbed the back of my head and said, “I needed to get a gift.”

      She waved her hand and took a deep breath as she said, “Oh, of course. I’m excited to meet your brothers.”

      Right. She’d fit in with my family. We turned into the private airport, and before our driver could open the door I quickly said, “Soon we’ll be alone. I instructed the onboard staff to give us complete privacy and told them we'll fend for ourselves if we want anything.”

      Her eyes had a twinkle, and I assumed she wanted me too.

      We loved each other.

      She only said, “Fun!”

      The limo stopped, and once we were cleared to drive out onto the tarmac, she pointed to a man with a briefcase and touched the Cartier diamonds around her neck. “Is that the jeweler? He must want the necklace back.”

      She slipped it off and handed it to me, then climbed out of the limo and waited for me. I walked her to the stairs while resting my hand on her back until we reached the jeweler and I said, “I’ll talk to him.”

      She walked up the stairs while I watched her without a word.

      Once she was inside, the exchange with the jeweler took seconds because the diamond looked perfect. I paid and he left.

      Then I ran up the stairs and at first didn’t see her.

      Finally I looked in the bedroom, and once the staff closed the doors behind me, she stepped out, showing off her gloriously naked body as she said, “Come into the bedroom, Cyrus.”

      She was amazing.

      First, I’d propose, and then she’d know she was mine, both intimately and eternally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah

      

      Cyrus had stayed outside.

      My heart raced, but I hadn't had enough of him. Maybe I’d never have enough of him.

      It wasn’t because of the medal for winning, but because I needed to show him, so he'd finally, fully believe me. So I walked right into the bedroom before takeoff.

      Earlier I’d been dreaming about the future without telling him what happened in my heart. Now it was beyond time to show him.

      So I stripped but waited in the bathroom until I was sure we were alone.

      Until I met him, I’d never thought I’d be this woman, who had a heart bubbling with happiness, and I needed him.

      Finally I met his gaze and he walked backwards. I straightened like I was in full control despite being naked. As he walked in, I said, “In the movies it always seemed weird that people wanted to join the mile-high club, but, unlike in the movies, we have a bed.”

      “I like this new, bold you,” he said, taking a step closer, though his hand was still in his pocket.

      I tilted my head and noticed the bright smile on his face when I asked, “What’s in your pocket?”

      His eyes widened as he went to sit on the bed and said, “You noticed right away.”

      Then he went lower. He wasn’t sitting but kneeling.

      My heart thumped as I said, “No. I am starting to read you… maybe… but honestly, why are you keeping your hand in your pocket?”

      He reached in and opened a ring box as he said, “Guilty. I want to give you this.”

      I gasped, stepped back, and pressed my hand to my chest. Every cell in my body trembled as I asked, “What are you doing?”

      He took out the diamond ring and showed it to me while he said, “Sarah, I don’t want you as my employee, and 'girlfriend' is too simple to describe how I feel about you. I want to take you home as my fiancée. Will you marry me?”

      My lips trembled. I wasn’t sure I could speak, but somehow, I managed to ask, “Are you joking?”

      He shook his head and then slipped the ring on my finger as he said, “No. I hope the diamond will help you believe it's official.”

      Tears streamed down my face as I said, “I love you.”

      “Is that a yes?” he asked, still on one knee.

      I nodded fast and urged him to stand as I said, “Yes! Yes…yes…yes…yes…yes!!”

      “I love you too,” he said.

      Then I hugged him.

      It was time. Our lips met, but I helped him out of his shirt while he scrambled out of his shoes and pants and joined me on the bed.

      The plane roared and we took off just as we fell backwards onto the bed.

      I wrapped my legs around him and pressed my hands on the wood carved headboard so I was sure I wouldn't fall off if we hit turbulence.

      He took full advantage and kissed my nipples and belly and then my core.

      Clearly, he was in full control of himself.

      Then my eyes rolled back from the bolt of lightning that shot through me because of what he was doing. I stopped thinking about how the plane stayed in the air, or what direction we were going, because I was lost. And ecstatic to be lost.

      I was his.

      I clutched him and then, as he entered me, the world disappeared entirely.
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      Sarah

      

      The birthday party dinner took place outside, with lights all around us like a fairy tale, and seeing how his family all seemed so close tugged at my heart.

      And Cyrus was attentive, sweet, and somehow mine.

      His parents hugged me and welcomed me to the family. I was still teary-eyed while I chatted with Joel’s wife, Kendal, and Arman’s fiancée, Maddie, who’d known the family forever it seemed.

      The other brothers were all single and sweet.

      The house phone rang, but I hardly registered it while I sipped my champagne, and Adrien, who was still in college and last to the party, came to say hello.

      As we finished, his mother, Roxanne, held the house phone in her hand and asked me, “Who’s Darren Davis, dear?”

      My knees almost gave out as a bone-deep chill froze me to the spot. For a second, I thought about running out the door.

      But luckily I looked to my left and met Cyrus’s gaze. No, I’d never leave him. I was stronger now, so I nodded.

      And he, bless him, said, “I’ll handle it.”

      I lifted my chin. He had no idea what an effect he’d had on me. So I shook my head and took the phone from his mother before he could get to it as I said, “No, it’s for me. Give me a minute.”

      Cyrus walked with me into the house, and we went into a small sitting room. He closed the door, and then I put a finger to my lips to ask him to be silent.

      He nodded, and I put the call on speaker as I asked, “Darren, why have you called me?”

      “You ruined my life.”

      For a moment I was speechless. I’d been so afraid of this man for so long, but I wasn’t a teenager anymore. I wrapped my hand around my grandmother’s necklace as I said, “You were calling before the Norouzis made sure you'll no longer be able to work with them.”

      “I wanted the money your sister borrowed from me.”

      My eyes widened, and Cyrus rested his big, strong hand on my back as I asked, “She what?”

      “She and I had an arrangement.”

      My sister’s tuition made sense now. I winced when it occurred to me, she might have gone through exactly what I had, only she stayed and went after his money. My skin buzzed as I said, “You mean you raped her.”

      Cyrus hugged me.

      Darren said, “It wasn’t like that. Now, I need my money—fast.”

      I swallowed. If he'd come at me while I was a waitress with no one to support me, then maybe I’d have caved. But I wasn’t all alone anymore. I lifted my chin and said a quick thanks to the Cosmos because I'd found love, and said to Darren, “I don’t have it.”

      “Your sister’s bank account has six hundred thousand dollars in it that’s mine.”

      Whatever was there wasn’t his. She’d more than paid for it. I gazed into Cyrus’s brown eyes while a deep calm enveloped me. I loved him, and he loved me, which was all that mattered. I said, “Look, I have to go now. You’re interrupting a party.”

      Then I hung up. Cyrus said, “He must owe people now I've cut off his financial security from our family’s companies.”

      I hoped he believed that I wasn’t—had never been—here to use him. He had my whole heart.

      I swallowed, cleared my throat, and said, “My sister’s life always confused me. Waitressing was simple, and I kept to myself, but she decided to go to medical school and prove how smart she was. Yet she was a train wreck.”

      He shrugged but then asked, “Why did she live in that small condo when she was paid so well by my brother?”

      My mind buzzed with more questions. I guess book smart wasn’t enough to make someone a good person, but if she had that much money in the bank, then her two bedrooms did seem awfully small. I met his gaze and said, “I don’t know. She always said it was because she had student loans.”

      He kissed my cheek and said, “My colleagues can usually afford… nicer.”

      I hugged him and then shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe we can find some answers in the paperwork.”

      Outside the door we heard his mother calling everyone inside.

      Cyrus took my hand and said, “We’ll leave it to Jeff. Let’s go have dinner.”

      He turned, but I tugged on his shoulder and said, “One second.”

      “What?” He asked fast.

      “When you love, you trust entirely. I love you, and I hope you realize that I’ll do anything for you and Joshua.”

      At which point both our phones rang out with his cries. I laughed and said, “He seems to be awake. I’ll go get him and bring him to the party.”

      He opened the door and said, “I’ll get the plates so you can sit.”

      “You got my back and I got yours, Handsome.” I winked.

      We both filed out but worked as one unit now. Nothing could be more wonderful than every second of today and every day—together.
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      Cyrus

      

      When Sarah walked into the dining room, everyone stared at her because she was carrying our son.

      She rocked Joshua to calm him while she blushed from all the attention, but she kept coming toward me, and my family started talking again.

      She sat down, and I took Joshua so she could settle and place her napkin on her lap.

      However, just at that moment he chose to coo at me, so I tucked him closer to keep him as I said, “I spoke to Jeff.”

      Servants delivered our salads. She said "thanks" to them, but then she said, “Good, but tomorrow I want to check with the bank about what Darren said. If there is money, then it’s for Joshua.”

      I picked up my fork but shook my head. “Or for you. I’ll ensure Joshua has whatever he needs.”

      Her eyebrows went up, and she said, “I’m pretty sure that’s not how laws work.”

      “He’d want it to be for you.” I said, and bounced my son, who curled against my chest. Then whispered, “I have a trillion-dollar inheritance and make plenty of money as a heart surgeon. He’ll be fine unless we blow all the money dancing around the world, but even then, I don’t think we'd be able to scratch the surface.”

      “Dinner looks amazing,” she said, and settled beside me.

      Whatever happened with her sister wasn’t a problem? My Sarah seemed more sure of herself than ever, and that made her even sexier than when I first met her.
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      Sarah

      

      Waking up with Cyrus was amazing. I loved him and he loved me. Every second of every day I believed it a little more. Maybe one day I’d be a total believer in dreaming and happiness, but for now we needed to hurry.

      His parents volunteered to watch Joshua this morning, so we cleaned up and went to meet his brother in the sitting room where we’d been last night.

      His brother, Jeff, was waiting for us. I scooted my chair closer to Cyrus, and Jeff then said, “Her will named Sarah as the legal guardian, and with that, access to all her funds. However, since you’re getting married and we already prepared the court filings, I’ll get the paperwork for formal adoption from both of you.”

      My eyes widened. My sister had seriously thought I’d continue taking advantage of the Norouzi family. She clearly hadn’t listened to me—ever. We were born in the same family, but we had such different ideas about life and happiness.

      Cyrus took my hand and said, “Sounds good.”

      Jeff blinked, and I could swear it meant I needed to say something, though all he did was hand me papers and a key and say, “And here is the bank info, including her security box.”

      “Thanks, Jeff.” I said and clutched it. I’d deal with the bank later.

      I refused to let my sister stop our forward motion.

      We chatted for a few minutes more, but once we finished and Jeff left, Cyrus asked me, “Are you ready?”

      For a second, I was lost in his gaze while warmth enveloped me like a hug. “Let’s be quick at the condo, because I want to get home to Joshua.”

      We drove down the narrow paths of the small beachside town, and the air had a salty smell that filled my heart.

      He asked me again where I wanted to go next, and I said I’d think about it. Now I remembered some of my favorite movies and decided I wanted to honeymoon in Hawaii.

      I’d never been there, but it sounded traditional, and amazing, and we’d be together on the beach.

      Dreams flooded me now. We parked in front of my sister’s place, and he pointed down the main hall of the first floor and said, “I’ll get the mail.”

      Right. I nodded. I’d start with her bedroom and scour for important papers. So I said, “Meet me upstairs, then.”

      Everything was amazing until I turned down the hall of her apartment and saw Darren staring at me.

      Ice flooded my veins, and I froze in place.

      Memories of being tied to his bed and unable to move my hands replayed in vivid color.

      He walked closer I and studied him more closely. He was skinnier than I remembered.

      Cyrus was all muscle, but Darren was tall but thin, like he was on drugs. I stilled, but then decided I’d never be weak again. I swallowed and asked, “Darren, why are you here?”

      He moved closer, and for a second, a shiver rushed though me when he said, “You dismissed me, Sarah.”

      The last time I’d seen him I’d been unable to speak. Now I lifted my chin and said, “You deserve far worse. Leave, or I will file charges against you.”

      He laughed and the voice pierced me with remembered terror, though I refused to move as he said, “He’ll tire of you, and then you’ll be like me, left with nothing.”

      I took a deep breath, paused my tumbling thoughts, then shrugged and said, “That’s not how love works, Darren. Now you have ten seconds to get out of here and never come back.”

      “You heard her,” Cyrus said from behind me.

      His support mattered. Darren glanced over my shoulder and said, “Whatever she told you isn't true.”

      “I believe in Sarah,” he said, while he rested his hand on my back in silent support.

      While Darren and Cyrus stared at each other, I straightened and took a deep breath. I’d never let anything happen to Cyrus.

      Then Darren backed away and almost bolted in the direction of the stairs on the other side of the building.

      I whooshed out a breath and then unlocked the door, refusing to give Darren another thought.

      We went inside, and he locked the door behind me as he said, “You should file charges.”

      I tensed. Rape wasn’t an easy thing to talk about. I went into Leah's bedroom and said, “I don’t ever want to see him again.”

      “He might have hurt others besides you and your sister.”

      Cyrus’s insight shook me.

      If I didn’t do something, who knows who might be hurt next? And unlike the girl I’d been, I was… different now. I could handle it. And honestly, I now had the world. I stopped in front of the bedroom closet where she kept her files and looked over my shoulder at Cyrus.

      Cyrus knew me so well.

      I nodded and said, “I didn’t think about that. Will Jeff be my lawyer?”

      He brightened and joined me. “No pressure from me. I want you to be happy.”

      “I want to do it,” I said, before I changed my mind. I was strong enough now to handle anything.

      I reached into the closet for her box. It was heavy, so Cyrus took it from me and said, “Jeff will run point to make sure you have the best lawyers money can buy.”

      He put the box on the bed while I said, “Then let’s do it. I’m not afraid of him anymore.”

      “Good.”

      I and sat on the edge of the bed, but when I flipped open the box I said, “My sister’s mysteries don’t really matter to me.”

      He scooted up next to me and rubbed my back as he said, “They might matter to Joshua one day, so let’s finish this. Then we’ll go home and plan our wedding. It’s good you’re letting Maddie do the planning so she can finally earn her certificate.”

      His sister-in-law was finishing a degree in wedding planning, and I remembered she had great ideas at the party.

      I nodded and said, “Christmas is a happy time for so many, so it’s going to be amazing to celebrate my new beginning with you then, and every Christmas for the rest of our lives.”

      We discovered my sister's loans had already been paid off.

      She’d lied to me about her life over and over again.

      We sorted everything, and found paperwork about Joshua’s birth, which I added to his medical records file.

      Then Cyrus said, “Any thoughts on what you want to do next?”

      “Good question. Your mother mentioned at the party that I might want to take over some charities for the family, and I’d like to start there.”

      “We’ll both figure out what we want to do, then.”

      I laughed as we opened the next file. Real estate. She’d been looking at places on the west coast. One more thing she hadn't told me. I stroked Cyrus's cheek and said, “I think you should go ahead and file the papers with your brother to start the heart centers you talked about.”

      “You’re right. I need to stop waffling and commit.” He flashed a bright smile at me.

      We were both better together, it seemed.
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      Sarah

      

      We spoke to Jeff about filing formal charges against Darren as soon as we arrived at the family home.

      He’d already taken down the online video, and now broke down how the trial would be very victim heavy. We discussed my dating life, so Cyrus now knew about the one time I was lonely enough to briefly date a drifter for a few weeks.

      Looking back, I had to admit I’d known he was bad news.

      A trial sounded intense, and both of them reminded me regularly and often that I was under no pressure to testify at all.

      However, Cyrus’s comment continued to replay in my mind. What if he’d hurt other young women? What if there was one right now?

      Jeff said he’d send investigators.

      My mind and body stilled. It was time to tell my truth to the world.

      And I’d insisted.

      We left Jeff alone, and strolled outside in the garden. I was enjoying the smell of lavender here when Cyrus said, “You’re doing the right thing by filing charges.”

      I glanced over and told him about the worst thing I’d read today. “I hate recounting that weekend, but based on what I read, my sister was also his victim. Now that I've read her diary, I believe she’s wrong about life, but I also have a much better understanding of why she was the way she was.”

      Jeff had wanted possession of the diary, but I wanted to finish reading it, and promised to hand it over after the weekend.

      Cyrus kissed my forehead and said, “And after you testify, we’ll go back to the island, where we can just be ourselves.”

      Our phones beeped and we saw the screen at the same moment. I grabbed his hand and said, “Joshua’s crying. Let’s go get him together.”

      We sped up as he said, “Sounds perfect.”

      I tugged on his arm. “No, not perfect, just awesome, because we’re a family.”

      We raced up to get our son, and knew we’d go as a team to get his bottle if that was what he needed. Cyrus picked up his son and he settled right away.

      The two of them together sent a spark through me. He rocked his son.

      Then he said, “Speaking of, after the wedding it would be nice to give Joshua a new brother or sister.”

      I rocked on my feet. The twinkle in his gaze sent a spear of heat through me. I walked beside him, covered Joshua’s ears like I didn’t want him to hear and then whispered, “Why are we waiting?”

      He laughed and kissed my cheek. “I thought you’d want to wait until after the wedding photographs.”

      I gazed up at him and said, “I say we let fate decide and just have fun.”

      He nodded with a grin.

      We’d have the rest of our lives together, as a family. I was happy and in love.
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      Warren

      

      I stood about a foot taller than a few of my brothers while we milled around at the buffet laid out on the beach patio.

      Cyrus’s soon-to-be bride was talking to Arman and Joel’s fiancées, and it seemed my birthday was turning into a bridal party.

      I was so happy my brothers were so happy.

      And I wanted to be whole and complete like them.

      So it was time to leave my adopted family and find out where I came from.

      Then maybe one day I’d be as happy as the three of them seemed to be.

      Cyrus tapped me on the shoulder, and I about jumped out of my skin. A second ago it seemed he was far away. I tipped my champagne flute at him and said, “Congrats. You both seem happy.”

      He laughed and said, “We are. We’re planning a Christmas wedding on the island, so be back by then.”

      Good. My birthday was full of smiles today. It was all I wanted, though I nodded and said, “Of course I’ll make an exception in my year-long plans so I can be at your wedding, man.”

      We watched while the servants laid out the food on the buffet while I absorbed how our family all spoke as a cohesive unit.

      “You really think you can live without cash for a whole year?” Cyrus asked.

      Good question. The truth was, I wasn’t sure, but I wanted his luck. So I said, “Many people do. And it’s certainly what would have been true for me. Look, go back to your fiancée. Even I can see from here that she wants you.”

      Then I saw our parents. They always considered me one of theirs, even though I’d been adopted. Now I needed to prove I was worthy.

      Thank you so much for reading Cyrus and Sarah’s story. I hoped you loved it as much as I loved writing it. Please order Warren’s story now in Sugar Pie.
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