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      She’s completely off limits, or so I’m told.

      My best friend’s little sister. Hot, curvy, and soon to be mine.

      And to say the least, she’s fiery mad.

      Her brother is willing to sell out their family business to me, and he’s right for doing it. I’m a billionaire. Hello.

      Little did I know that this beautiful vixen is about to jack my world up.

      There’s one trinket I want most in the world for my collection and guess who just bought it? Right. Her.

      But I’m down to play her games.

      I’ve got aces in my pocket waiting for the right moment to strike.

      And when I do, the prize I yearn for isn’t a shiny object. It’s my girl.

      She’s going to be upset to find herself sleeping with the enemy, but those tables will turn.

      I’m not after today or tomorrow, but forever.
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        Well hey there! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you love it.

      

        

      
        I’d hate to part ways once you’re done though. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my  Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on.

      

        

      
        We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites and sneak previews for this amazing group.

      

        

      
        And as a HUGE thank you for joining,

        you’ll receive a free book on me!
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            Chapter 1

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I dumped an ungodly amount of sugar into the strong black coffee that tasted and smelled like jet fuel. The restaurant my dear brother had picked for us to eat breakfast served the worst coffee on the planet. I should have remembered that fact before I took that first sip that nearly sent me into convulsions.

      “Do you want some coffee with your sugar?” Patrick asked with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

      “This is not coffee. This shit is nasty.”

      “You’re uppity with your coffee,” he replied, taking a sip of the muddy water. “It tastes fine.”

      Once I had doctored my coffee with enough cream and sugar to turn it a milky brown, I got down to business. “We need to up the game,” I said.

      He acted as if he didn’t hear me. I stared into his green eyes, which were just a shade darker than my own. He was my big brother and a lot of people commented on how much we looked alike. I supposed we did but he was painted with a darker hue. My fair blond hair compared to his darker shade. My fair skin and his olive tone. But we had the same high cheekbones, which I loved as a woman, but he wasn’t quite as thrilled.

      “I don’t want to up anything,” he replied before taking a bite of crispy bacon. “We’re doing fine.”

      “But we could be doing better. If we could get a bigger storefront in a better part of town, we could really be raking in the cash. We have some great pieces in our inventory, but no one knows because no one knows us.”

      He shrugged. “Mae, we make enough money selling the pieces we do get. I don’t like the idea of an antiques store. That is so old fashioned. I don’t want to be the guy wearing an ugly sweater vest and roaming around piles of old dusty things.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That is so dumb. And so stereotypical.”

      “And so true. The majority of antique shops we visit have a guy exactly like that.”

      “That’s the problem,” I said, glad he had brought it up. “We need to quit shopping around at other shops and find some actual dealers.”

      “We’re doing fine,” he argued.

      “Well, yes, but we could do better. Let me put my marketing degree to use. Let me market the business and make some real money.”

      He didn’t look like he cared. That was because he didn’t. “We’re fine,” he insisted.

      “Yes, we are fine, but I would like to be better than fine.”

      “Look, we make enough to pay our bills. Neither of us is living hand to mouth. We don’t have to report to some corporate asshole. We get to do our thing and live without anyone breathing down our necks. If we get bigger, then we deal with bigger clients. We will have to have investors that bitch and moan about every little thing. I like our business just the way it is.”

      “But it could be so much more,” I insisted.

      He shrugged. “It’s more than what Dad left to me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “First of all, he didn’t leave it. He abandoned it, and secondly, he left you a pile of shit that was in the red.”

      “Exactly. Now it’s better.”

      “But it could be more. We need to think about our future. We need to think about Hayden’s future. God knows our parents are not thinking about anyone but themselves.”

      “We’ll take care of Hayden,” he said without committing to helping me make the company bigger and better.

      “I’ve got to run,” I said and took one last sip of the nasty coffee. “I’ll meet you at the office later.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to brave the den of nastiness and try to find that book Dad had with all his contacts,” I told him.

      He cringed. “You’re going to their house?”

      “I have asked Dad for the thing a million times. He always says he’ll drop it by the office and then he never does. I want those contacts. If we can find a source that hasn’t been tapped into in a while, we could maybe find some real gems.”

      “Good luck. If you don’t show up to the office by the end of the day, I’ll send out a search party.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for the help.”

      “I’m not going there. I won’t go there.”

      I nodded. “I know,” I said, touching his shoulder before walking out of the restaurant.

      Patrick couldn’t be in the same room with my parents. There had been too much said and done between them. He was the oldest and had shouldered the bulk of the stress growing up in that house. He’d always protected me. He’d always made sure I was safe and had something to eat on days my parents disappeared.

      Our family used to be normal. I missed normal. I missed the days we would take vacations that were actually work trips for my father to collect antiques for the business. I didn’t mind that it had been a little work mixed with pleasure. Our mom had kept us busy and we had a good childhood.

      Then one day, we didn’t. My dad picked up the bottle and my mother picked up a bottle of pills. There was no turning back once that started. There had been a happy break when my mom found out she was pregnant with our little sister, Hayden Marie. I had been fifteen and thrilled. Patrick had been less thrilled. He was already out of the house at that point but came back because he didn’t trust our parents to take care of a baby. They did. They pulled their shit together and things had been great for a few years.

      I pulled my little Nissan into the driveway of my family home. It looked like every other home on the street, minus the nice yard and spring flowers. The two-story home was once considered a beautiful house in a nice neighborhood. Over the years, the neighborhood had become less affluent and more average. My parents were part of the downfall. No one ever said it aloud, but everyone in the neighborhood knew my parents were a little off.

      They weren’t off. They were addicts.

      I knocked on the front door before letting myself in. If I waited for someone to answer, I could be waiting all day. “Mom?” I called, stepping into the dark foyer.

      I heard a snort, followed by a growl. No, we didn’t have a family dog. That was the sound of my father snoring. I flipped on a light, not wanting to step on him in case he had passed out on the floor. I spotted him on the couch, facedown. I sighed, shaking my head and not at all surprised to find him that way.

      “Mom?”

      “Here,” I heard her answer.

      I walked into the kitchen to find her sitting at the kitchen table with an empty cup in her hand. She was high as a kite. “Nice,” I hissed.

      “Don’t start with me,” she said. “I have a headache.”

      “You have a hangover that you cured with your happy pills,” I spat.

      “Oh, little miss perfect Mae. Always the perfect, pretty girl. Always smarter than everyone else. You don’t know what it’s like to live with that man. You would have a headache too if you lived here.”

      I scoffed. “When I have a headache, I take a couple Advil. I don’t go out looking for drugs.”

      “Why are you here?” she groaned. “Are you here to lecture me? I know, I know, you hate me. Your parents are a disappointment. We ruined your lives. Blah, blah, blah.”

      “Well, I guess something managed to stick in that empty brain of yours,” I shot back.

      She moaned, rubbing a hand over her temple before taking a sip out of the empty cup. I watched her, waiting for her to figure out it was empty. She frowned, put the cup down, and peered inside. “Someone drank my coffee.”

      I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. It was a typical Monday morning in the Kendell house. They had probably started partying on Friday and were just now on their way down. “I’m going to Dad’s office,” I told her.

      “You stay out of there,” she ordered.

      I walked through the kitchen, noting the dirty dishes piled in the sink and a pizza box with flies buzzing around. The house was a mess. It was always a mess. I pushed open my father’s office door and gagged. The smell of stale alcohol and what smelled a lot like old puke nearly took me to my knees. The door was always kept closed at my dad’s orders. It had always been that way.

      I walked inside, holding a hand over my nose and mouth, and made my way to the desk. I should have brought gloves. I shuddered as I rummaged through the scattered papers and wadded-up napkins. I didn’t want to know. I just wanted the stupid book. I knew exactly what it looked like. I opened one of the drawers and found it sitting right on top. I snatched it and rushed from the room, closing the door behind me.

      When I walked into the kitchen, Hayden was at the kitchen sink, loading dishes into the dishwasher. “Hayden!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in school?”

      She shrugged. “I overslept and missed the bus. Mom can’t take me.”

      I looked at my mother, who was still staring into her cup. There was a moment of realization. I couldn’t leave my little sister in this shithole. We had talked with my parents about letting her come to live with me in the past, but they’d always refused. They always promised to clean up their act. I had consulted a lawyer, but my parents were really good at putting on a hell of a show.

      “Okay,” I said, softening my tone. “Why don’t I take you to school?”

      She looked at my mom, then me. “Okay.”

      “Let’s go get your things.”

      She looked at me with a curious expression. “My things?”

      “After school, you will be coming to my house.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really?”

      I offered her a smile. “Let’s go pack.”

      “What are you doing?” my mother asked, apparently coming out of her little trance.

      “I’m packing Hayden’s clothes. She’ll be living with me from now on.” I turned to Hayden, who was still standing in front of the sink. I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. Go pack what you need.”

      “Are you sure?” she meekly asked.

      “I’m positive.”

      The look of relief on the poor girl’s face made me hate that I had waited so long. She rushed out of the kitchen, and the sound of her footsteps running upstairs followed. I turned to look at my mother, who had risen from her chair and was scowling at me. “You are not taking my daughter.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “She’s my kid!” she shouted.

      “You gave birth to her, but you are not a mother. You let her go with me and I won’t call the police. If you want to fight me on this, I will take you down. Do you hear me?”

      She looked as if she was going to have a heart attack. “How dare you?”

      “I’m daring. Now sit down, shut the hell up, and let me try to help this girl before you completely ruin her life.”

      I heard Hayden coming back down the stairs, shot my mother one last heated look, and pointed at her. She was too stoned to do a damn thing about it and we both knew it. Hayden appeared in the kitchen with a single suitcase. Judging by how fast she had packed, I imagined she was in a hurry to get out.

      “Ready?” I asked her with a smile.

      She slowly nodded, looking behind me to the table where our mother sat. My mom was back to staring into her cup. The hurt on Hayden’s face almost killed me. I quietly took her suitcase and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I used the handkerchief from my pocket to wipe the sweat from my brow. It came away as mud. Between the sweat and the blowing sand, I imagined my face was probably caked with dirt. Looking around the people milling about the dig site, I knew I blended in. It was like there was a dress code for visiting or working an archaeological dig in Egypt. Everyone was in khaki cargo pants and loose, long-sleeved white shirts.

      Technically, it wasn’t all that hot in Egypt, but the April sun was hotter than it was back home in Philadelphia. I scanned the area, searching the sea of white and beige against the dark earth being neatly piled around the holes being dug. I saw Alec and waved. He was talking to a thin woman with her hair pulled back into a ponytail. Alec was always talking to a woman.

      I waved again to get his attention. He finally noticed me and headed my way. “Hey, boss,” he said with a cheesy grin.

      “I’m not your boss.”

      “You are paying me to be here. Therefore, you are my boss.”

      “Did you find anything?” I asked him, getting right to the point.

      He nodded. “I’ve authenticated the dig and I think it’s definitely a dead body in there.”

      “Is the man in charge around?” I asked.

      “He’s in a hole.”

      “What?”

      Alec sighed. “He’s underground. He’ll be up in a bit. Let’s go to the tent and you can see what they have.”

      “Has it been recorded?” I asked, wanting to speed up the process of getting the artifacts back home to my museum.

      He led the way to a huge white tent that had been set up. “Yes. Some of these things were uncovered over six months ago. Layla brought them out for you to see.”

      I walked into the tent and immediately headed for the first table with an assortment of antiquities laid out. The first table was filled with coins and other artifacts that were rather common. They didn’t interest me. I was more interested in a death mask or something I didn’t already have. I milled about the tent with Alec on my heels.

      I stopped dead in my tracks when I came upon a shabti that was different than the hundreds of others I had seen. “That,” I said, pointing to the statue. “I want that.”

      The woman Alec had been talking to earlier appeared out of nowhere. “That’s not for sale.”

      I looked at her, raising one eyebrow before looking back to Alec. “I’ll buy that one, and to sweeten the deal, I’ll take some of these other common artifacts off your hands.”

      The woman put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Alec,” she said in a British accent. “Tell your friend here it isn’t for sale. I don’t think he understood me.”

      “His friend understands English quite well. I flew all the way here to find something unique. Carl promised me unique. What I see here is common, the opposite of unique. That statue is what I want.”

      She laughed. “You are very American.”

      I shrugged. “Is that supposed to be an insult?”

      Alec put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s talk about this—rationally and calmly.”

      “I am calm,” I replied. “I want that.”

      Layla threw her head back and laughed. She was laughing at me, which I did not appreciate. “Look, whoever you are—”

      I stopped her. “My name is Tyson Helms. I own several museums and often sell some of my rare finds to avid collectors. I am not the kind of man that takes no for an answer. Your boss, Carl, told me he was excited to show me some things. I’ve dealt with him on numerous occasions, and I assure you, he knows the coins and baubles would not excite me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I get the distinct impression there is very little that impresses you.”

      I looked to Alec. He was my wingman. He was the charmer. He schmoozed people. I was great at identifying a piece and could authenticate an artifact, but people didn’t like me. I had very little people skills. I was a nerd. I loved reading and studying. I had double-majored in college because I loved the idea of making money and I loved archeology. Unfortunately, the two were mutually exclusive. That led me to become an antiquities dealer. I never had to doubt what I was buying was the real thing.

      Alec was also an archeological sciences major, and when I couldn’t verify the authenticity of a piece, he could. We could divide and conquer. I sent him all around the world while I covered the other half as we searched for unique finds.

      Unique, as in no one else had one. A concept Layla was clearly confused about. “I’m impressed by a number of things, including that,” I said, pointing to the statue that was larger than the others I had seen. I wanted to get my hands on it. I wanted to know whose tomb the statue had been placed in. I wanted to research the shit out of it and put together a beautiful package that would be on display in my Egyptian-relic museum.

      “I’m sure we can work out a deal,” Alec insisted.

      “No deal,” Layla answered.

      “Who are you?” I snapped. “Why are you speaking for Carl?”

      “I’m his daughter and I’m telling you this isn’t going home with you.”

      I smiled. I loved a good challenge. Alec must have seen the look on my face. He faded into the scenery as I took a step toward Layla. I was a tall man. Some people thought I was intimidating. Deep down, I was convinced I was a soft teddy bear, but my exterior was on the rough side. I enjoyed working out and I loved ink. I had numerous tattoos on my biceps, chest, and even one on my hip that was seen by very few people.

      She looked intimidated. Finally. She took a step back.

      “What’s it worth to you?” I asked her.

      “It’s an exquisite piece of history,” she said, nervously licking her lips.

      I nodded. “It is. What’s it worth to you? You have a number in mind. Spit it out. We’ll go from there.”

      She opened her mouth and snapped it closed again. “I told you, it isn’t—”

      I stopped her. “Yes, you’ve said that. You put up a good fight. Now, what is it going to cost me to get that statue?”

      I saw the moment I won. Now, we were moving into negotiations. I might have shown my hand by expressing my deep interest in the piece, but I didn’t care. I wanted it. I had already decided it was going into one of my museums, which was really just my private collection that I got to charge people to view. People paid a lot to see my vast collection of artifacts that dated back more than a thousand years.

      She tossed out a number. I smiled, accepted it, and continued to browse through the artifacts that were lying on the tables. Alec followed behind me. Once I had made my selections, I left Alec to handle the business of payment and procuring the items and the necessary documents.

      “I’ll meet you at the hotel,” Alec called behind me.

      I put up my hand, indicating I’d heard him. I pulled on my sunglasses and walked back to the waiting jeep. I was taken back to the hotel by the driver I had hired to run us around. I was anxious to get home. I already knew Alec would be coming back to the hotel stoked about the awesome find. I was happy but not happy enough to go out drinking. That was more of Alec’s thing. He loved to celebrate a good score. My idea of celebrating was a good scotch in a comfortable, quiet room.

      I walked into the hotel and headed for the penthouse suite I always used. I offered to let Alec stay with me, but he insisted on his own room. I knew that was because he was hoping to have company. I didn’t begrudge his lifestyle, but I wasn’t interested in the game of dating. And it was absolutely a game.

      Women thought they liked me when they saw me. I had the looks, but my personality was lacking. At least, that was what I had been told. I supposed one of my character flaws was I didn’t give a fuck what people thought about my personality. I wasn’t a dick, but I wasn’t the friendliest guy on the planet. I didn’t have to be. I just had to be polite to my patrons.

      I took a shower, changing out of the dusty clothes and tossing them in the plastic bag I always carried with me. I used my fingers to comb through my jet-black hair, pulling on a plain white tee. My jeans and tees were my favorite. I always felt like I was playing dress-up when I put on the suits I had to wear when I was working. The last year or two, I had been wearing less suits and more casual wear.

      As the billionaire owner of Historical Estates, I could dress how I damn well pleased. I had slowly transformed into the guy that could wear faded jeans one day and a five-thousand-dollar suit the next. Keep them guessing.

      I poured myself a healthy dollop of the smooth scotch and took a seat on the plush couch with my iPad in hand. I browsed through my emails, sending the ones with leads for new acquisitions to Alec to vet further.

      It was an hour later when I heard the knock on the door. I got up and let Alec in without bothering to ask who it was. “Done?” I asked him.

      He was grinning. “Done. They’ll be shipped at the end of next week.”

      “Scotch?” I asked.

      “Yes, please and then I need to get ready for my date.”

      I shook my head as I walked to the bar to pour his drink. “Let me guess. Layla?”

      He laughed. “How did you know?”

      “Because you are like a rutting buck.”

      “She’s a nice girl,” he answered.

      I made a choking noise before handing him the drink. “If that’s what you call nice, I hate to see what you call mean.”

      He sipped the scotch. “I like a woman that is a little feisty. Makes it fun.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “I got a lead on some stuff in Sweden,” he said. “I have asked for more pictures and documents. If it looks promising, I will let you know.”

      I nodded. “I think we need to start digging around down south a bit more.”

      “Like Mexico?”

      I shrugged. “Mexico. South America. I’m looking for something interesting. The Egyptian thing is way overdone.”

      He laughed. “It’s popular. People love the idea of King Tut and pharaohs and all that stuff.”

      “I’m bored with popular,” I told him.

      “Got it. I will put out some feelers. Are you thinking Aztec? Mayan? What are you in the mood for?”

      I thought about it. “Surprise me.”

      “How about something jade?” he proposed. “I have a couple of buyers who have reached out inquiring about jade artifacts.”

      I curled my lip. “Boring.”

      “But valuable,” he countered.

      “Fine.”

      “What are you going to do on our last night here?” he asked.

      I held up my glass. “You’re looking at it.”

      He laughed. “You certainly know how to party.”

      “I don’t need to party.”

      “But you should party. You are single, rich, and from what I understand, ladies find you attractive.”

      I smiled. “Do I really come off as the kind of guy who needs to be responsible for someone? I’m no good at taking care of people.”

      “You could be if you wanted to.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not interested in learning how to be a good boyfriend. I suck at it and I’m okay with that.”

      He finished his scotch and put the glass on the counter. “You know what they say,” he said, letting the words hang.

      “What do they say?”

      “Practice makes perfect.”

      I rolled my eyes as he laughed and walked toward the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Don’t oversleep. I won’t hold the jet. You’ll have to find your own way home.”

      He laughed and closed the door behind him, leaving me to my peaceful solace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I walked into the office, a little harried after the new twist in my morning routine. It had been a long time since I had been a thirteen-year-old girl. Sixteen years to be exact. Hayden was a sweet girl and asked for nothing. I had offered her breakfast and the answer was tears. I hated that she was going through so much. I hated my parents for putting her through it.

      It had taken some time to get her settled, her face cleaned up and then dropped off at school. I promised her a shopping trip on the weekend. The girl was in desperate need of new clothes. I wasn’t sure where my mom had gone shopping for her current school clothes, but the poor thing looked like a confused three-year-old going off to the eighth grade.

      “Sleeping in?” Patrick asked. “You didn’t show up yesterday and then you’re late today. What is this world coming to when the perfect employee doesn’t do her job?”

      “I’m not your employee,” I shot back, putting my to-go cup on my desk in the small office space we shared.

      “I’m the owner.”

      “Then pull your weight, Mr. Owner.”

      “You’re cranky this morning,” he commented.

      I shrugged. “Hayden is living with me.”

      He stopped typing on the keyboard and looked up at me. “What happened?” he asked, completely serious.

      I shrugged. “You were right. I went over there and got the book. Dad was passed out and Mom was stoned. Hayden didn’t get up for school in time and neither of them could take her. It was the last straw. I couldn’t leave her there.”

      “Shit,” he muttered. “How is she?”

      “I don’t know. This morning was a little rough. She needs some new clothes. I told her I would take her shopping this weekend.”

      He was shaking his head. “We should have gotten her out of there a long time ago.”

      “I know, but we also didn’t want to put any more stress on her than was necessary.”

      “Did Mom threaten you again?” he asked.

      I smirked. “I didn’t give her the chance. I told her I was taking Hayden and that was that. If she calls the cops on us like she did last time, it’s going to end badly for her. Hayden will get removed from their care one way or another.”

      He blew out a breath. “So, what now?”

      I sat down. “I don’t know. I didn’t really think. I just reacted.”

      “It was the right thing to do,” he agreed. “We’ll figure it out. You have the spare room. It’s probably more appropriate for her to live with you.”

      “I don’t mind. I’m not sure how to raise a teenager, but I guess we’ll figure it out. It isn’t like Hayden is a troublemaker. She’s a good kid.”

      “Yes, she is, and she doesn’t deserve our parents.”

      “I hope there isn’t too much damage,” I commented. “We turned out okay, but they weren’t like they are now.”

      He looked like he was spacing out. His hands were poised over the keyboard, but he wasn’t typing. He was staring blankly at the screen. “Let’s go get her. We’ll go shopping and make a day of it.”

      I looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “You want to go shopping? At the mall? For clothes? For a teenage girl?”

      He gave me a dirty look. “You don’t have to say it like that.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know how else to say it. You are a thirty-three-year-old guy’s guy. Your idea of a shopping spree is you in front of your computer with your credit card out.”

      He laughed. “True, but this is different. I want her to know she has people who care about her and will be there for her. If that means I have to be the purse and bag holder while you girls do your thing, so be it. There’s nothing going on here anyway. It will be good for her.”

      I grinned. “You don’t have to tell me to go shopping twice.”

      “This won’t all be on you,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll help. Financially. And in whatever way I can. If Mom and Dad pull any bullshit, I’ve got your back. We aren’t going to let them take her back to that shithole.”

      I smiled at my brother, who could be kind of annoying. “You’re such a good big brother.”

      He groaned. “Don’t start getting sappy with me.”

      “Never,” I said and grabbed my coffee once again. “Are we going?”

      “Yes. My car. I can’t fit in your tiny piece of metal.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It isn’t that small. It’s an average car.”

      “I’m not an average man.”

      “If you are expecting me to agree or say something to boost your ego, you will be waiting a very long time.”

      He chuckled as he walked out of the office. “I don’t need your compliments. I already know the truth.”

      He drove us to Hayden’s school. I went into the office, claimed there was a family emergency, and checked her out for the day.

      When she met me outside, she looked scared and confused. “What happened?” she whispered. “Did one of them call the police?”

      “No,” I said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Patrick and I were thinking we would play hooky today. We’ll go shopping and just have a day off. ‘Mental health day’ I think is what we’re calling it these days.”

      She smiled. “Okay. That sounds fun. What kind of shopping?”

      “For starters, some new clothes for you,” I told her.

      “Patrick is going with us?” she asked with the same confusion I had felt earlier.

      I laughed. “Yep. It was his idea.”

      I led her to Patrick’s SUV. He was on the phone when we both got in but quickly ended the call. He turned to look at our little sister, who shared many of our same features, but instead of the green eyes, Hayden had a pretty hazel. “Are you ready? Mae has her credit cards on standby. We are going to show her how to really shop.”

      Hayden and I both laughed together. Patrick’s hatred of shopping was widely known. “I’m ready,” Hayden agreed. She already sounded much better.

      I hoped we weren’t too late to save her from what could have been a horrible fate. I needed to spoil her to assuage my own guilt over the situation. “The Roosevelt?” I asked, looking at Patrick.

      “I’m on my way,” he answered and put the SUV into gear.

      We started at one store and meandered through the many stores, letting Hayden lead the way. “I feel like the porter,” Patrick complained as I handed him another bag. “Or a Sherpa. Maybe we should have rented a donkey.”

      Hayden giggled. “I can’t believe how much stuff you guys are buying. Can you afford it?”

      “Absolutely,” I told her, trying not to think of the credit card bills that would be coming next month. “Besides, it has been way too long since I’ve had a good shopping spree.”

      “Me too,” Patrick chimed in.

      “Why don’t we get some lunch?” I suggested. “I’m starving.”

      With our bags filling the back of the SUV, Patrick drove us to one of our favorite restaurants. We enjoyed a great lunch, keeping the conversation light and friendly and never mentioning our parents. The idea was to take Hayden’s mind off the situation. We didn’t want her worrying about her future. It was important she could have this time to be a carefree teenager.

      Patrick dropped me off at the office to pick up my car before we all headed to my apartment in Chestnut Hill. Hayden eagerly took all of her bags to what I was now calling her bedroom. My apartment wasn’t large, but it was adequate for the two of us—for now.

      “That was a good idea,” I told Patrick.

      “Thanks. She seems to be doing okay.”

      I nodded. “I think she will be, but you know this is just a reprieve. Once they sober up, they are going to pitch a fit.”

      “And we’ll be ready for them,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      “I hope they just go away and let us live our lives,” I whispered.

      He sat down on my couch, staring out the window of my eighth-floor apartment. I could tell something was on his mind. I sat down and waited.

      “The phone call earlier,” he started.

      My stomach dropped. My immediate reaction was it had to have been my parents. They were coming after Hayden. “What? Are we in trouble? Am I in trouble?”

      “No, not that. I’ve been in talks with someone. I’m thinking about selling the company.”

      I did my best to hide my reaction. It was technically his company. He had picked up the pieces my father left behind and went through all the legalities to make it his. After I graduated from NYU, I had come home to help him run it. It was his business. Despite my statement to the contrary, I was his employee. “I see,” I said, trying to think of something supportive to say.

      “You don’t think I should,” he said.

      “No. I think you need to do what makes you happy. This business was never the thing that made you happy. You did it because it was the family business. You pulled it out of the hole and made it into something profitable. It has supported us both.”

      He looked at me, his green eyes troubled. “Do you think I should? Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear. Tell me your honest opinion.”

      I smiled. “I think you should do what makes you happy,” I repeated. “I will support you no matter what you decide.”

      “What about you and Hayden?”

      “What about us?”

      “You just took her on. If I sell, you might be out of a job. I don’t know if they will keep you on.”

      I shrugged. “I can get a job anywhere else. I’m good at what I do. Philadelphia is a big city. There are plenty of companies and even rich guys that need a public-relations person. That’s me. Hell, they might even pay better.”

      He smiled. “Maybe. But then you would have to show up on time.”

      “What do you plan to do if and when you sell?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure. I’ve been doing this for so long, I never really thought about what else I wanted.”

      “But you know you don’t want this?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because it was Dad’s thing. It was never my thing. Or maybe it’s because it’s Dad’s thing and I want to sever those ties.”

      I nodded. Inside, I was torn. I knew legally it was Patrick’s business, but I felt like it was mine as well. It was the family thing. I had put a lot of time and energy into the business. There were a lot of good memories associated with it. Back in the good days before my father’s alcoholism dominated his life.

      I remembered being younger than Hayden and helping him sort through new shipments of antiques and artifacts. I remembered the smell and the excitement. It was a connection to the good part of my childhood.

      I didn’t want to let it go.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I scanned through the latest findings from one of the digs going on in Egypt. I appreciated being one of the first people the benefactors thought of when they wanted to sell their items from whatever dig they were funding. Unfortunately, I saw nothing that piqued my interest. I quickly sent a personal email thanking them and declining the offer at the same time.

      I continued to filter through the emails requesting items and those offering to sell others. My job consisted of much the same thing. Day in and day out. Most people would be bored. I wasn’t. I loved the excitement of finding that one thing. I loved the history. I loved to daydream about the people that had owned or used the items.

      People told me I had been born in the wrong century. I didn’t believe that. I liked running water. I liked cleanliness. I liked cars and flying. Right century with a healthy fascination for history. And that fascination had paid off very well for me.

      “Lunch!” Alec called from his office down the hall.

      “You guys have phones!” my assistant shouted from her desk.

      I smirked at his unprofessionalism. Thankfully, my office was small. I didn’t need anything too big. Most of the work was me and Alec traveling. “Give me ten!” I hollered back.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. I liked that we could be relaxed at work. I didn’t necessarily have friends. Alec was my friend. Also, my employee and righthand man, but my friend as well. We didn’t spend a lot of time together outside of the office or on our trips to procure new items, but considering that was the bulk of my life, we spent a good deal of time together.

      “I’ll meet you there,” Alec said, popping his head through the open door.

      “Okay. Are you sure? We can ride together.”

      “I’ve got errands to run after lunch and I need to pick up my dry cleaning.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “You pick up your own dry cleaning?”

      He laughed. “Yes. I know, crazy. But unlike you, I haven’t quite gotten into the idea of casual Fridays every single day and I’m not going to wash my own suits.”

      I shrugged. “I only meant you don’t have someone that does that for you.”

      “No. I am that someone. It isn’t that hard. It’s like three blocks from here.”

      “Am I a snob?” I asked.

      “No, but you are wealthy, and you do live a lifestyle that most people are not accustomed to.”

      “But you are paid very well,” I stated.

      “Yes, I am, but really, it’s dry cleaning,” he said with a laugh. “You are really reading too much into this.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “I’ll see you there.”

      I did tend to get a little hung up on the little things. I wasn’t raised with money. I tried very hard not to act like new money and I tried even harder not to be an arrogant prick that flaunted my wealth. I could send myself into a tailspin by thinking too hard about nothing. I pushed it all aside, shut down my computer, and texted my driver to let him know I was ready to go to lunch.

      I took a bite of the BLT, my favorite sandwich. I quickly wiped the corner of my mouth and nodded as I listened to Alec talk. It was our usual lunch date where we caught up on what we had going on for the week. It wasn’t often we were in the same city. The same continent. It was nice to have a conversation with him face to face.

      “What was it you said you wanted to talk about?” I asked once we had gone over all the usual business.

      “I’ve been talking to a guy,” he started. “He’s the owner of a small antiquities business. It’s an old family business, nothing too big, but I’ve done some research and the catalog is extensive. Lots of little things and a few really great pieces that would mesh well with several of your collections.”

      I shrugged. “And?” He was holding something back.

      “He’s looking to merge with us,” he said, dropping the bombshell.

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “Tyson,” he said in a tone that meant he was about to lecture me.

      “No. I don’t want to merge. I don’t need to merge.”

      “Before you shut it down, think about the benefits. It’s a small company. It isn’t like you are going to be butting heads with some corporate bigwig. It’s small. It will be easy. No drama.”

      I took another bite. “I don’t want to.” Now I sounded like a petulant child. I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t one to filter my feelings. It was a waste of time to hold back how I felt.

      “Okay, okay,” he said, holding up a hand. “How about you just buy it out?”

      “What would that take?” I asked, liking the new option.

      “I’m not sure, but we can certainly do some negotiating. I can put it out there and see if he’s interested.”

      “I could get on board with that. Actually, I do like the idea. Do we have an inventory list?”

      “No, but if you were serious about buying the business, there would need to be a very thorough inventory completed. You don’t want to overpay. I would also recommend authenticating each and every piece. Plus, we will want to check the provenance. Some of the stuff was probably bought and sold before some of the newer antiquity laws were put into play, but we don’t want to get caught up in a legal nightmare.”

      I finished my sandwich. “It sounds like a good plan. Did he reach out to you or vice versa?”

      “I happened to be researching the competition when I stumbled upon the business. It’s very small and it’s almost like it is on purpose. Very little advertisement. Just kind of flying under the radar. I imagine they only deal with the same limited buyers.”

      “You’re saying they might have some hidden gems?” I asked, getting very excited.

      He chuckled. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I don’t know for sure, but we scour the world looking for places just like this. We are the pickers of the antiquity world. I think we might just find some things you really want.”

      “Okay. I’m sold. Who and where is this place? Do they have a storefront?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” he answered.

      I smiled. “I really like the sound of that.”

      He chuckled. “I thought you might.”

      “Then why would you suggest a merger? Why not just jump to the buyout?”

      He shrugged. “Because the deal was proposed as a merger. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      “Will he go for it?”

      “I think he will. He proposed a merger, but I get the feeling he is more interested in just getting out of the business in general.”

      “Can you send me the information? I’d like to do some homework.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. He slid it across the table. “That’s him.”

      I reached for it. “Have you met with him?”

      “Briefly. It was a quick coffee. I wasn’t interested in getting into a big thing with him if it wasn’t worth my time. I’ve had plenty of other little mom and pop shops reach out. They are always a huge waste of time. They parade their knockoffs and want me to pay them a million dollars. I wanted to look into this one a bit more. On the surface, I’m impressed.”

      I picked up the card with one hand, my soda in the other hand as I took a drink. I glanced at the card, a brief moment of confusion as my brain processed the name. I stared at it for several long seconds, the straw from my soda resting on my lips.

      “Who did you talk to?” I asked in a harsh voice.

      He looked thoughtful. “Paul. Peter. No, Patrick.”

      “You spoke with Patrick Kendell?”

      “Yes. Why? Do you know him?”

      I put the card down. “No. Not anymore.”

      Memories flooded me. So many memories. Good, bad, and everything in between. I stuffed the card inside my back pocket before taking a last drink of the soda.

      “I need to get back to the office,” Alec announced. “I’ve got some calls to make. Will you be heading back?”

      I shook my head. “No. I need to do a few things first.”

      “Do you want me to look into that place? Put together a proposal?”

      “Yes, please,” I said. “Find out everything you can.”

      “I will. I’ll have something put together by the end of the week.”

      He paused, not getting up. I waited to see what else he needed to say. He was looking at me funny. “What’s up? What else?”

      He opened his mouth and then closed it again. “Nothing. I’ll see you sometime at the office.”

      He left and I followed shortly after. I got into the waiting car and gave my driver the address of Kendell’s offices. I had to see it. I had never forgotten the Kendells, but I had moved on. I had tried to forget but that was impossible. That was like trying to forget how to breathe.

      It had been a long time, but it was like yesterday in many ways. The car pulled to a stop next to the curb. I stared out the window. The faded decal on the window was the same one that had been there forever. I had a lot of questions. I wondered what had happened to the elder Kendell. The building was old, and the businesses dotting the street were just as old. Sadly, there were plenty of shuttered businesses as well. Time marched on. Family businesses went under or sold out to the corporate world.

      I was a little surprised to know they were thinking about selling. Did they know it was me they were selling to? I kept my name out of the public, choosing to hide behind the company name and Alec. Most people thought he was the owner. I didn’t mind. I liked the anonymity. I liked being able to be a guest, visiting museums and shops with most people never knowing who I was.

      There was a knock on the window. I looked up through the tinted glass and sucked in a breath. Holy shit. Mae Kendell. She was standing inches from me. I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know what to do. She knocked on the window again. I pushed the button to roll it down, staring into the gorgeous green eyes that had haunted my dreams for years.

      She was looking at me, staring directly at me. I was trying to think of what I would say. It had been so long. Was she mad at me?

      “Why is your big-ass car blocking my office?” she asked.

      I blinked. She was acting like she didn’t recognize me. Didn’t she? Did she really not know who I was? The thought was saddening and sobering. Here I thought I was an important part of the Kendell-family history. She didn’t even remember me. That was a kick to the gut.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      Parking was at a premium on the crowded street and the yahoo sitting in his limo and staring at nothing didn’t belong. I was forced to do a shitty parallel parking job because of the giant car in the way. Now, the man was staring at me like I was crazy. Maybe I was crazy. It probably wasn’t the best idea to go around pounding on the car windows of strangers. Not in this day and age.

      “Well?” I asked when he continued to stare at me instead of answering my very legitimate question.

      He made a move to open the door. I took a step back, ready to kick the door shut if I felt threatened. Hell, I would kick him if I felt threatened. He was still staring at me. He stood, his full height towering over me.

      I frowned at him. “You do speak English, right?”

      “Mae?” he said.

      I took a full step back. Now I was on guard. “Who are you?” I snapped.

      “Mae,” he said again. “Mae Kendell.”

      He was going to serve me papers. My parents had somehow managed to retain a high-powered attorney and he thought he could show up at my work and intimidate me. The guy had another thing coming. Although his outfit was rather relaxed for an attorney. I reasoned he could be the muscle for the attorney. I would not be intimidated. I was going to fight for Hayden.

      “What do you want?” I snapped. “I will call the police if I feel the least bit threatened or harassed.”

      The man smiled and my heart did a funny little pitter-patter. It couldn’t be. There was no way. My eyes roamed over the very large man in front of me.

      “Mae, it’s me, Tyson. Tyson Helms.”

      “Tyson?” I breathed his name. He was so different, so manly. He wasn’t the young guy I knew. He wasn’t Patrick’s best friend that used to tease me incessantly.

      He stepped forward, his big arms going around me as he hugged me close. I didn’t know how to react and went with instinct and hugged him back. It was a little weird to be hugging him. If someone would have told me this morning when I woke up that I would be hugging Tyson Helms that day, I would have laughed in their face.

      He released me and took a step back, looking me up and down. I was suddenly very glad I had worn one of the new skirts I had bought during our shopping spree with Hayden.

      “You’ve grown up!” he exclaimed.

      I laughed. “That happens. You’ve changed a lot too.” I didn’t give him the specific details of those changes. He was a man. I couldn’t get my head around the idea. I was staring at the bicep with ink. The sleeve of his shirt hid the artwork. I was intrigued.

      “Is your dad running this place now?” he asked.

      “No. Patrick. And me, kind of.” I was nervous. I was acting like the teen girl with a crush on her big brother’s best friend.

      “Is he here?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Oh,” he said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He looked just as uncomfortable as I was.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He blinked. “I came to see Patrick.”

      “Oh,” I said, unable to hide the disappointment I had no right to feel.

      He didn’t move. He was staring at me just as hard as I was staring at him. There was an awkwardness that was undeniable. We were both adults and the past was long gone. There was no reason for us to be weird around each other. “Would you like to grab some coffee?” I blurted out.

      The same sexy smile that I remembered from our younger years spread over his face. I stared into the blue eyes that were so light, they were almost translucent. The bushy black brows and the long black eyelashes served to highlight his perfect eyes. His black hair was cut short with a little flip in the front, giving him a boyish look.

      “I would love to,” he answered after a long pause.

      “Great.”

      “We can take my car,” he offered.

      I looked at the luxury ride and figured I might as well. “Thanks. There is a place not far from here.”

      He gestured for me to get in. I climbed in, scooting to the other side. He got in and told the driver to find the nearest coffee shop. “You look good,” he commented.

      I felt the blush spreading over my cheeks. “Thanks. You too.” I turned and looked out the window, feeling like a complete idiot.

      The car pulled to a stop a few minutes later. I suddenly felt completely ridiculous. “I feel like we are a little over-the-top,” I said with a laugh. “Do you always take a limo to grab coffee?”

      He grinned. “Yes.”

      The driver opened the door for me, which made me feel even more ridiculous. I climbed out of the car and thanked him before practically running around to the front. I had to work in the neighborhood. I didn’t want to be one of those obnoxious people that backed up traffic because my limo was double-parked.

      Tyson opened the door to the coffee shop for me. “After you.”

      “Thank you.”

      I got in line with Tyson beside me. We both ordered lattes, which he insisted he pay for. I found a small table for us near the back of the shop. I looked at him over the cup, taking in the chiseled jaw and the broad shoulders. I couldn’t believe how much he had changed over the last fifteen years.

      “Do you live in Philly?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. Mostly. I travel a lot, but I have a house here. You?”

      I raised an eyebrow. It was kind of a silly question, considering he’d just picked me up at my work. “Yes. Chestnut Hill. I have a small apartment.”

      “I assume Patrick lives here as well.”

      I nodded. “He does. What have you been up to? Last I heard, you were going off to college at Penn State.”

      He smiled. “I’ve been working. A lot.”

      “What did you go to school for? I remember you were undecided back then.”

      That sexy smile was going to be my undoing. “I decided to double major.”

      I laughed. “Of course, you did. You were always a go-getter, making us average people look bad.”

      “You are not average,” he quickly said.

      “Thanks. So, what did you major in?”

      “Archeological Science and Business Administration,” he answered.

      “Wow. Those seem to be on very opposite ends of the spectrum.”

      He chuckled. “I suppose they are, but it has worked well for me.”

      “Are you an archeologist?” I questioned.

      He shook his head. “No. I own a few museums.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “You own museums? Aren’t museums generally publicly funded?”

      He shrugged one of his beefy shoulders. The movement lifted the sleeve on his right arm just a touch, giving me a glimpse of a tattoo on his other arm as well. Tyson. Tattooed. That was different. And hot. “There are quite a few that are public. Mine are for profit.”

      He didn’t sound ashamed of the fact at all. “What kind of museums?” I asked with genuine curiosity. “I mean, what do you display?”

      “I have a few different ones that specialize in different cultures. Egyptian, European, and I even have one down south that focuses on early America.”

      I was impressed. “Wow. If you are not publicly funded, where do you get all your stuff?”

      “I buy it.”

      I knew what we paid for the things we bought and sold. “Wow. Do you buy your displays out of your own pocket?”

      He nodded. “Most of the time. I do have some items that are on loan and some things that people own and want to show off. They get a little placard with their name on it and they get the attention they are looking for.”

      “That is crazy. I never realized there was such a thing. How did you get into that?”

      He smiled before taking a sip of his latte. “You know I have always loved history. Do you think it was by chance I befriended Patrick?”

      We both laughed. “Because of my parents’ business?”

      “Yes, although I’m kidding. I didn’t know what they did when Patrick and I first started hanging out. I have always loved history. It fascinates me. I love to see tangible evidence of ancient civilizations. I take the objects I get my hands on and find some story to pair with them. It makes it all more real.”

      He was passionate about what he did. His eyes lit up and he had a tenseness in his shoulders that revealed just how excited he was about the subject. “Where do you get the stories?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “We scour the history books and talk to locals. There are plenty of cultures where history and tradition are kept alive. They repeat the same stories over and over. Sadly, America isn’t really like that, we’ve found. It is so much harder to get a juicy story.”

      “Because we’re new,” I said with a laugh. “We were just born.”

      “Our culture, yes. I wish I could talk to the people that lived here before us.”

      I smiled, just fascinated by the man. He was this big, burly guy with tattoos, and yet, he was an academic under it all. He was beauty and brains. I picked up my cup and very casually looked at his left hand, checking for a ring. I didn’t see one, nor did I see a tan line. The man had a very deep tan. If there had been a ring at any time, there would have been a mark.

      “Interesting,” I commented when I realized I had been staring a little too long.

      “What about you?” he asked, turning that blue gaze on me.

      I gulped the warm liquid. “I went to NYU.”

      He smiled. “You always said you were going to. What did you finally settle on? If I remember, you were between interior design, nursing, or something in fashion.”

      I laughed, thinking back to my teen years. “None of those. I have a degree in public relations.”

      “You are the one who talks to the public and tells a company what they should and shouldn’t do.”

      I nodded. “Basically.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “For Patrick. The company.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh. I didn’t realize.”

      “Family business,” I said with a shy smile.

      There was some more very generic small talk, keeping everything right at the surface. Neither of us seemed all that interested to delve into anything too personal. There were a million things I wanted to ask him but didn’t dare. For all intents and purposes, he was a stranger. I wouldn’t ask a complete stranger if he was single.

      “I should probably let you go,” he said. “I’m sure you are busy.”

      I wanted to tell him I had nothing more important than talking to him, but that would appear needy. “I am,” I lied. “I’ve got a meeting.”

      “I would like to see Patrick,” he said. “I’ll come by again.”

      “I’ll be there,” I blurted out before I had a chance to think about it. “I mean, I’m sure I’ll be there. I work there.”

      He nodded, that sexy smile on his face. He got up and I followed him out before realizing he didn’t necessarily say he was giving me a ride back to the office. I didn’t want to be presumptuous. I started to walk away when he reached out and grabbed my hand. An electric shock raced down my spine. I turned to look at him, our eyes locking, and for one brief second, the world stood still.

      “I’ll take you back,” he said before dropping my hand like he had been burned.

      “Oh, uh, thanks,” I murmured.

      I was still recovering from the touch. I climbed into the car and tried to act cool. I was sure I was failing miserably. When the car pulled to a stop in front of the office, I damn near bailed out.

      “I’ll be back,” he called.

      I watched the car pull away. It was only after he was gone that I stopped to think about the very unexpected visit. Obviously, he had something he wanted to talk to Patrick about and wasn’t comfortable telling me. I should have pressed him.

      I should have asked him why he had appeared in our lives after all these years.
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      It had taken me the entire day to recover from my encounter with Mae yesterday. Seeing her had left me shaken.

      She was so much prettier than I remembered. She was gorgeous. Those eyes? My god, those green eyes were just stunning. She had filled out. A womanly figure with round breasts and a gentle flare at the hips.

      Her hair was a little longer than it had been back in high school. It looked silky and soft and perfectly touchable. She used to wear it back all the time. I remembered waiting for that moment at the end of the day when she would take it down and let it hang loose around her shoulders.

      Her smile was just as I remembered. She could light up a room or a man’s soul with that smile that reached her eyes, crinkling them at the corners. There was a softness about her that drew me in. She had a gentle nature, but I knew when poked, she could be very outspoken and a little scary. Thinking about those moments made me smile. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her until I saw her again.

      I wondered if it would be the same with Patrick. We had been very close in high school. He’d been more like a brother. It was then it dawned on me. He had been my last real friend.

      It was hard for me to open up to anyone. I didn’t like to be vulnerable. I doubted many people did, but I especially hated it. I liked control. I liked knowing what came next. I liked predictable. Unfortunately, people were not predictable. They did things you wouldn’t expect, and they said things that weren’t always kind.

      Thinking about Patrick reminded me I needed to call him. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed the number on the card. I didn’t trust myself to make another impromptu visit. Being with Mae was difficult. Good, but difficult. It was a reminder of what I didn’t have.

      I didn’t want to get caught staring at her and taking a trip into my little fantasy world and risk getting hard. That would be a little obvious and a lot embarrassing. Although I wasn’t ashamed to admit the woman turned me on like no other woman could or ever would.

      “Patrick!” I said when he picked up the phone.

      “This is he,” he said with a great deal of skepticism. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Tyson Helms!”

      “Oh shit, Tyson? Man, it has been forever!”

      I laughed. “Yes, it has. Did Mae tell you I stopped by yesterday?”

      “No, she didn’t but I haven’t talked to her since Sunday.”

      I didn’t give myself a chance to think about why the two of them worked together but had not talked in a couple of days. Hearing his voice took me way back. “How are you?”

      “I’m good,” he said. “Yourself?”

      “Good. I had no idea you were in Philadelphia.”

      He laughed. “Hard to leave the city of brotherly love and all that.”

      I smiled. “I hear you there.”

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “I talked with Alec and he tells me you reached out about merging the antique business. Is that true?”

      “I did talk with Alec. How do you know him?”

      He didn’t know I was the man behind the company. That was only a little awkward. Anonymity could be a double-edged sword. For a brief second, I thought about letting Alec be the owner. It could save a little weirdness between old friends. “He—well, he works for me.”

      There was an awkward silence. “He works for you?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You are the owner of Historical Estates?” he asked as if he wasn’t sure I was talking about the same place.

      Once again, I thought about denying it. I wasn’t embarrassed by my success, but I didn’t want to seem like a braggart either. “I am.”

      “Wow,” he breathed the word. “I had no idea.”

      “Does that change things?” I asked. I was assuming we were on friendly terms, but I knew there was a slim chance that wasn’t the case.

      “No, not at all,” he answered. “I’m just surprised. I didn’t know you were in the city, let alone the business.”

      “I am. I was hoping we could get together and talk about what you were proposing and maybe catch up over a beer or something.”

      I heard him hiss. “Man, I wish we could, but I’m going to be out of town for at least a week. Maybe two.”

      “Oh, I see,” I said.

      “You could talk with Mae,” he offered. “She knows just as much about the business as I do. I’m assuming you’re interested.”

      “I am interested but I think it would be better if you and I talked,” I told him. “I’m sure Mae has a lot to say but it’s a good excuse for us to get together.”

      He chuckled. “I get it. That would be great. I’ll call you when I get back into town.”

      “Do,” I said. “I’ll talk to you then.”

      I hung up the phone. It was good to touch base with him. I wanted to know why he was interested in selling—or merging rather. I would convince him to sell. I didn’t think it would be that hard. He wouldn’t have reached out if he wasn’t interested in selling. The merger was just a starting point.

      The car pulled to a stop in front of my museum. I got out and headed inside. I walked toward the small office I kept in back. Alec was already there.

      He looked up from where he was sitting at the desk. “You’re here,” he said, getting to his feet.

      “Apparently,” I answered. “What’s up?”

      “I was just going over the latest numbers.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “And?”

      He grinned. “You know they’re good.”

      “Attendance up?” I questioned.

      “Slightly. I think once we get those new pieces on display and start doing some advertising, it will definitely go up.”

      I nodded. “That’s the idea.”

      “Did you talk to that guy, the one I gave you the card for?” he asked. He got up from behind the desk and moved to close the door. Once again, I got the impression he wanted to tell me something.

      “I did.”

      “Is he interested in selling?”

      “We didn’t get that far,” I said.

      He groaned. “Oh no. That good, huh?”

      “Actually, it isn’t bad. He’s out of town for a couple of weeks. When he gets back into town, we’ll talk.”

      “Did you look into the place?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t have to. I know it.”

      “Have you dealt with it before?” he asked.

      “Not in the business world. I know the owner.”

      “Oh. Is that going to be a problem?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. It might make things easier.”

      Alec didn’t look convinced. “Mixing business and friendships is never a good idea.”

      “We were friends a long time ago. Besides, I have no problem being generous. The family is good people. They were good to me. Maybe this is my chance to give back a little.”

      He did not look thrilled with the idea. “Just be careful. You might end up burning a bridge. People are finicky when it comes to money. You could offer too low and offend him. Offer too high, and you screw yourself.”

      I smirked. “I’m not going to go broke if I pay a little over market value. In this business, things only become more valuable. I will recoup the loss eventually.”

      “All right, but maybe I should handle the negotiations.”

      I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      I was looking forward to the chance to catch up with Patrick. It had been too long. We were both adults now, living in the same city. We could be friends. It would be nice to have someone to hang out with now and again. Someone I could grab a beer with and not worry about offending. I found that in my social circle, people were easily offended. I didn’t act like them. I didn’t have the same upbringing. I had nothing in common with them and it showed.

      “I was just going to check out the new display with the Egyptian death statue,” he said.

      “It’s not a death statue,” I corrected.

      “You know what I mean. It’s a little creepy to think that thing hung out in a tomb with a dead guy for a long time.”

      I never thought of it as creepy, but I understood his opinion. “Let’s go check it out.”

      We walked into the museum. The space was only about four-thousand-square foot, which was small by some standards, but when you were the guy trying to fill the space to make it interesting, it was massive. The museum was an old warehouse, transformed. The floors were a beige tile that reflected the hundreds of lights hanging from the ceiling, giving the interior space a much larger feel.

      I headed for the case, front and center, and stood in front of the shabti. It looked even more fantastic on display than it had sitting on the dirty table. To the average person, it was nothing more than another old statue. To me, it was a unique look into an ancient civilization.

      “Did you see the story they put together?” Alec asked.

      I smiled, nodding. “It was sent to me for approval. I think it is very possible the statue was supposed to be a nurse or mother figure. It is unlike any of the other shabtis I have seen. I think the person who put this figure in the tomb did so because the deceased was young.”

      “It’s a good story and one that I’m sure our visitors are going to find interesting.”

      We moved on from the shabti display. I liked to check on the displays now and again. I wanted things to be fresh and interesting to keep the people coming back. The internet gave everyone a free pass to judge harshly. I didn’t want to give anyone a reason to leave my museums negative reviews.

      “I am going to head to the office,” Alec said after checking out the displays.

      “I’ll see you there in a bit,” I replied, my gaze focused on a picture on the wall that was slightly crooked.

      He left and I went in search of the manager to have the situation remedied quickly. One crooked picture could make the entire room look messy in my opinion. I strived for perfection. I was just on my way out when my eye was caught by a woman coming through the front doors. I stopped, frozen to where I stood.

      It was Mae. Good god, she was gorgeous. She was wearing a pair of black tailored pants that ended just above her ankles. Black pumps made her legs look long and perfectly shaped. She was wearing a loose-fitting blouse that had shoulder cut-outs and gave her a perfectly feminine, yet sexy look.

      I was in awe of her. I always had been. Well, not always. There was a brief period of time I thought of her as Patrick’s obnoxious, annoying little sister that was just a little awkward. Then one day, just like a butterfly, she’d emerged from that awkward shell.

      Crushing on my best friend’s little sister was dangerous. It crossed lines that had been established for centuries. It just wasn’t done. But damn, she was hot.
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      I was impressed by the cleanliness and organization the moment I stepped through the doors of the museum. I had been to plenty of museums over the years, but Tyson’s felt different. There was soft music playing, something that would have likely been the music of the ancient Egyptians. That was different and it did give a more immersive experience.

      I felt eyes on me and looked around, spotting Tyson about forty feet away. He was intently staring at me, making me squirm a little. He was wearing loose-fitting jeans with a black polo. It was casual and sporty and very hot. Once again, my eyes were drawn to his biceps. I wanted to know what the tats were. I wanted to know how many more he was hiding.

      When he started walking toward me, I realized I had been ogling him. Even now, my eyes were locked on his. I didn’t move. I didn’t look away and neither did he. I knew there were people around, but I didn’t see them. I didn’t see anything but the man stalking toward me, staring at me like I was naked and on the menu.

      “Hi,” he said when he came to a stop in front of me.

      It wasn’t a normal hi. It was a breathy, sexy hi. It was the kind of greeting that suggested we disappear into a quiet closet to get naked. Maybe that was just me. It was just me. I was letting old feelings cloud my judgment. “Hi,” I answered, doing my best to sound breezy when I felt like I was melting.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      I licked my lips, regaining my composure. “I was interested to see where you worked. I thought I would pop in.”

      He smiled. “Just popped in, huh?”

      I offered a coy shrug. “I’m returning the favor.”

      “You were verifying my story,” he countered, his eyes flashing with mischief.

      A giggle escaped my lips. “Maybe. I had to see it to believe it. I’ve been by this place a few times, but I have never actually visited.”

      “Then I have to give you the grand tour,” he offered.

      “Does that cost extra?” I teased.

      “Not for a beautiful woman like yourself,” he said with a wink.

      “Oh my, a personal tour guide and a flirt?”

      “I offer a full-service experience,” he answered. His voice was deep and husky. He was flirting.

      I had to calm my heart that was damn near pounding out of my chest. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      He chuckled before leading me to the far-left corner to begin my personalized experience. I listened intently, hanging on every word he said as he explained what he was showing me. The man was passionate about what he did for a living.

      “This is my latest acquisition,” he said, leading me to the center of the museum.

      It seemed like a massive case for something so small. “Isn’t this one of those death statue things?” I questioned.

      “It is,” he answered but he wasn’t looking at me. His gaze was focused on the relic behind the glass.

      “Interesting,” I commented before dropping my eyes to the display below.

      “It is one of my best pieces.”

      We moved on, going into an area that was sectioned off with velvet ropes. “This is great,” I commented. “I bet the kids love this.”

      “It’s supposed to be an interactive area. Unfortunately, it can get a little messy.”

      I looked at the long table filled with sand. “I bet digging for treasures can get a little wild.”

      “The idea is to inspire kids to want to become the future archeologists and historians.”

      “It’s a good idea and I’m sure they have a blast doing it,” I commented. I moved around the space. “I would have loved to have this when I was younger. The museums we visited were all very boring. Their idea of interaction was flipping the pages of a book or pushing a button to reveal a new lecture on a tiny, blurry screen.”

      “I have one of these in every one of my museums,” he said with a great deal of pride. “Honestly, it is one of the bigger draws. We always get great reviews.”

      “I can’t believe you grew up to be this guy,” I told him.

      “This guy?” he questioned.

      I spread my arms, encompassing the museum. “Museums. Artifacts. Old things. I don’t get it. What’s the draw for you?”

      “I wanted to see the world. I wanted to explore not just our world, but the world other people lived in. When you think about it, we live on the same planet, but our world is so different. I am intrigued by the idea of people making do with what they had. Egyptians were especially intelligent. I love that all these things in here are unique. They can never be duplicated. I mean, people will make imitations, but they will never be like this. They will never be crafted by the hands of people that walked the earth hundreds or thousands of years ago.”

      I was staring at him once again. His passion for what he did was contagious. I wanted to go dig in the dirt and find something cool. “Do you give lectures?” I asked.

      He smirked. “No. Definitely not.”

      “You should. You could release a video series. People would listen to you talk all day.”

      He laughed. “I doubt that.”

      “I don’t,” I said confidently. “I happen to know a thing or two about what the public likes, and I know, without a doubt, you are it.”

      “Do you want to get dinner?” he blurted out.

      That was unexpected. Good, but unexpected. “Um, when?”

      He shrugged. “Tonight?”

      I almost said yes before I remembered I wasn’t exactly a single woman with no strings attached. I had a teenager at home. I could leave her alone, but I wasn’t comfortable doing that just yet. “I have plans tonight. Does Friday work?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I’ll make it work.”

      I smiled. “Should I give you my number?”

      “Please.”

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and quickly unlocked it, handing it to him. He did the same. We quickly input our phone numbers before exchanging phones again. “Call me and we can set up a time,” I said.

      “I will. I’m going to call you, Mae.”

      The way he said it sent another shiver down my spine. I was treading on thin ice with him, but I didn’t care. I wanted to spend time with him. I wanted to get to know the man that had once been the boy I had a fierce crush on. “You better,” I said with a smile. “I know where you work.”

      He gave me a smoldering look that sent butterflies flitting about low in my belly. “Friday,” he said.

      I nodded and decided it was a good time to make a break for it before I said or did something stupid or embarrassing. I walked out of the museum, being careful not to trip or stumble and make a complete ass of myself.

      I made it to my car, got inside, and released the breath I had been holding. “Holy shit,” I breathed. “What are you doing, Mae? He’s trouble with a big, fat capital T.”

      Tyson was the forbidden fruit. He was the one man I couldn’t have. Patrick would never forgive me if I started dating his old best friend. One dinner did not constitute dating. I could enjoy one nice dinner with the man as friends. Just friends.

      I drove to Carrie’s apartment. She would give me the permission I was seeking to enjoy one date with Tyson. When I got to her apartment, she looked harried as usual. I could hear her four-year-old son crying in the background.

      “Rough day?” I asked my best friend in the world.

      She sighed. “It’s nap time. Ben thinks naps are for chumps.”

      I laughed. “Maybe it’s you that needs a nap,” I said as I walked into her apartment.

      She groaned. “I need so much more than a nap. I need a blackout drunk.”

      I picked up a foam ball and dropped it in the open basket filled with toys in the corner. “I would be happy to babysit for you. You could go to a hotel or back to my place and take a long nap.”

      She flopped down on the couch. “I can’t do that.”

      “Sure, you can.”

      “Mae, Mae,” Ben said as he walked down the hall.

      I crouched low and accepted his exuberant hug. “Hi, Benny. Are you giving your mama a hard time?”

      He looked at her, then me. “No.”

      “You can get up,” Carrie caved in. “I will let you have fifteen minutes of screen time. Then you have to read one of your books.” I put Ben down, and he took off running back to his bedroom. “No running!” Carried shouted. “You’re going to trip and fall.”

      She was a helicopter mom times ten. “Relax. You are seriously going to stress yourself right into a stroke. He’s a little boy. He’s going to get some bumps and bruises.”

      “Or he could fall into the wall and get a concussion,” she argued.

      I burst into laughter and took a seat. “You could wrap him in bubble wrap. Make him wear a helmet and knee pads.”

      “That’s not a terrible idea,” she mused. “What are you doing here in the middle of the day anyway?” she asked as if she only just noticed it was early afternoon.

      “I am working out of the office today,” I said.

      “You’re not working.”

      “No but guess what!” I said, unable to contain my excitement.

      “I have no idea.”

      “I bumped into Tyson Helms yesterday and we are having dinner on Friday,” I gushed.

      She looked confused. Her big brown eyes looked at the ceiling then me, growing wider as the name finally rang a bell. “Tyson? The Tyson? No!”

      I grinned, nodding. “Yes. That’s where I was just now. He owns a museum.”

      “Oh my god, does Patrick know?”

      I quickly shook my head. “No. I mean, I suppose he might. Tyson stopped by to see Patrick but he’s out of town for a couple of weeks.”

      “Wow. That’s going to be a hell of a shocker. Are you going to start seeing him again?”

      “It isn’t again. We were never officially seeing each other.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay, we’ll go with that. Are you going to start seeing him—period?”

      “No. I can’t. I won’t do that to Patrick.”

      “You’re not a little naïve girl anymore. You’re a grown woman and Patrick will just have to get over it.”

      “Easier said than actually done.”

      “How is it going with Hayden?” she asked, her eyes watching Ben as he walked back into the living room with his tablet in hand.

      “Good. Better. I think she is adjusting well.”

      “How about your parents? Have they made a stink about her living with you?”

      I scoffed. “I don’t even know if they have figured out she’s gone.”

      “That is so sad,” she said with a shake of her head. “I cannot imagine what I would do if I didn’t have Ben. I would lose my mind.”

      “That’s because you are a good parent. My mom and dad are not.”

      “You should bring her over,” she said.

      “Actually, I was wondering if she could hang out with you and Ben on Friday. I know she’s thirteen and has spent the last few years being on her own, but I don’t want her to be alone.”

      She nodded. “She doesn’t need to be alone. Bring her over. It’s been a while since she’s seen Ben. We’ll have pizza and watch the new Frozen movie.”

      I laughed. “She’s thirteen, not three.”

      Her bottom lip popped out, giving her a very youthful appearance that was enhanced by the pixie haircut she always wore. “It’s a good movie. I love it. Ben likes it.”

      “She will be happy to watch it with you.”

      “Did you look into the high school?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I did. With my address, there is no problem with her enrolling. The only issue will be if my parents put up a stink.”

      “You should go through the process to get legal guardianship,” she advised.

      I grimaced. “That is such a long process, and if I push to make it official, I’m sure my parents are going to push back. It’s easier this way.”

      She didn’t look convinced, but she said nothing more about it. It was a bridge Patrick and I were still debating on whether we wanted to cross.

      Once we made the move, there was no going back.
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      My car pulled to a stop in the parking lot of the building where Mae lived. I wanted to do it right. I was going to go and knock on her door and the whole nine yards. I didn’t know what this thing was between us, but if there was a chance I could have something real with her, I wanted to treat her right. I had to treat her right or Patrick would want to kick my ass. Hell, he was probably still going to want to kick my ass.

      I got past the doorman and rode up in the elevator. When I knocked on her door, she was ready to go. I had to hold myself back. She was wearing a little black dress. It clung to her figure, showing off her shapely ass and the womanly curves.

      “Hi,” I said for lack of anything better to say.

      “Hi. I’m ready.”

      “Yes, you are. You look amazing.”

      “Thank you.”

      I was glad I had dressed in one of my nicer suits. I wore a jacket because the restaurant I was taking her to required it. I wanted to impress her with a nice dinner. I wanted to show her a good time with the hopes there would be a second date.

      She paused when she saw the waiting limo. “Is this how you always get around?”

      I looked at the car. “Yes,” I said it more as a question than an answer. “Is that bad?”

      “I don’t think so, but I expected you to be a fast car kind of guy.”

      I smiled. “I’ve got some of those.”

      She laughed. “Okay, then.”

      She got into the car. I caught a whiff of her perfume and nearly put my nose to her neck. The driver, already knowing where we were going, pulled out of the parking lot and headed down the road.

      “Can I get you a glass of champagne?” I offered.

      A girlish giggle erupted from her lips. “I can’t believe this is the same Tyson from twenty years ago. Champagne?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve grown up.”

      “And found a pot of gold,” she said.

      “I do all right,” I answered. I poured her a glass of champagne and then one for myself. “Benefit of having a car and driver. I can drink and be driven.”

      “Now that’s the Tyson I remember.”

      We sipped champagne, enjoying the smooth ride through the city. The car pulled to a stop and a valet quickly opened my door. I climbed out, putting my hand out to help her out. She got out and looked around, a shocked expression on her face.

      “Have you been here before?” I asked.

      “No!” she exclaimed. “Normal people don’t eat here.”

      “I’m normal and I love it here.”

      “Aren’t they booked out for like a year? I can’t say I know for sure because I’ve never tried to get a reservation, but I have heard that rumor.”

      “Probably.”

      “You don’t have to make a reservation?”

      I smiled. “I know a guy.”

      I saw the look on her face and worried I sounded pompous.

      “I’m impressed,” she said. “Good for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      We were quickly shown to my usual table. The waiter knew my name and asked if I wanted the usual to drink, to which I agreed.

      “You do come here a lot,” she commented.

      “Not a lot, but enough. The owner appreciates Egyptian art. It’s kind of a mutual arrangement. I hook him up now and again and he makes sure I always have a seat at my table.”

      “You’ve done really well for yourself,” she said.

      “I’ve been lucky.”

      “You are humble.”

      I shrugged. “Only thing that saves me from getting caught up in the craziness.”

      The waiter poured us each a glass of wine. “I didn’t even know you lived in Philadelphia. How are you one of the movers and shakers of this city and I’ve never heard about you?”

      I smiled. “I keep a low profile.”

      “You don’t go to all the swanky parties?” she teased.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t think I’ve been invited. Well, that’s not true. I used to get invited. My money got invited. I showed up and those uptight pricks took one look at me and decided I wasn’t worthy.”

      “What? Why?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t dress like them. I don’t look like them. I don’t talk like them. The tattoos. There is a long list of traits they don’t like. Of course, none of them will ever say it to my face, but I’ve heard rumors.”

      “I’m sorry. People can be so cruel.”

      “It’s really not a big deal. I don’t care.”

      She looked at me with those eyes that always made me feel like she was giving me a hug. “You don’t need them. Fuck them.”

      I grinned. “I might have said that to them once or twice, which cemented my uninviting. They still ask for checks, but they would prefer I mailed the money rather than show up to one of their shindigs.”

      “Assholes.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “How about you? I feel like we are always talking about me.”

      “I told you, I went to school and now I’m back here. I have nothing exciting to report.”

      “Are your parents still around?”

      She sighed. “Yes, they are.”

      “Did they retire?”

      “I guess you could say that,” she murmured.

      I remembered her parents had gone down a dark road. Judging by her reaction, it was not any better. “Are they still involved with the business?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      It was obviously a closed subject. “Are you involved with the business outside of promoting it?”

      She shrugged. “Somewhat. Patrick does the traveling. Because we deal with a lot of other cultures, we have learned the hard way they tend to take him more seriously than me.”

      I nodded in understanding. “It can be tricky.”

      “Do you search out your finds or do people come to you looking to sell?”

      “Both. I enjoy the hunt. I love searching for the items. I love traveling.”

      “Do you go out to the digs?” she asked.

      “I do,” I told her. “Not always, but when I get the chance to go out, I do. I like to verify the origin.”

      She sipped the wine. “Do you ever dig?”

      I smirked. “No. I don’t have the patience to jump through the hoops. I did a lot of volunteer work and got some hands-on experience, but I don’t think I could do it full time.”

      “I imagine it is very dirty work,” she said before bursting into laughter. “All right, that was pretty cheesy. But you know what I mean. I don’t think I would appreciate being dirty ten hours a day.”

      “Same here. And either it’s hotter than hell or you’re freezing your balls off.”

      She giggled. “I think my balls will be safe.”

      “Are you guys selling privately? Online?”

      “Both,” she answered. “I keep telling Patrick we need to branch out. He is worried about scammers and likes things the way they are.”

      “But you don’t?” I questioned. I felt a little deceitful for getting inside information. It wasn’t my intention. Patrick might just be putting out some feelers. I didn’t get the impression Mae knew anything about Patrick’s interest in giving up his business. I didn’t want to cause a rift in the family.

      “I think we could do more. It feels a little stale. I don’t know. I don’t think either of us knew what we were getting into when we took over the business. We have different ideas. I feel like we’re just kind of coasting, which isn’t terrible, but it isn’t exciting.”

      I nodded. “I get it. Life is too short to not be excited about what you do. It’s why I do what I do.”

      “I can see how much you like your job,” she said. “Your passion and excitement shine through.”

      “What are you passionate about?” I questioned. “What makes your heart race?”

      There was a light blush on her cheeks. “I’m almost embarrassed to say I don’t know. Is that bad? I’m almost thirty and I don’t know what I want to really do with my life. I do love the history and the excitement of securing a new shipment of artifacts, but I’m not sure if it’s my thing.”

      “What about the fashion thing?” I questioned. “Is that something you think you might want to pursue?”

      “No, I’m over that. I was young and had my head in the clouds. I don’t know the first thing about cutting-edge fashion.”

      “You look pretty fashionable to me,” I commented.

      She laughed. “Because I went to a store or flipped through a magazine. I can dress myself but I’m not about to be the woman who decides what other people wear.”

      “I know what you mean. I’m all about grabbing what’s comfy.”

      “You look good in a suit,” she said.

      I looked down at the jacket. “Thank you. It always makes me feel like my dad. I only wear the suits if I am trying to impress someone.”

      Her eyes flashed. “You don’t have to impress me.”

      “But it doesn’t hurt.”

      “How many tattoos do you have?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “You noticed.”

      “Hard not to. Do you try to hide them?”

      I thought about it. “I don’t try to hide them, but I keep them covered. People tend to be intimidated by tattoos. Do you have any?”

      “No, I’m not that brave. What are your tattoos of?”

      “I’m a history nerd,” I confessed. “I have some hieroglyphic writing on the inside of my bicep. I have an Egyptian pyramid and just kind of random stuff.”

      “Sounds interesting,” she said in a soft voice.

      I wanted to offer to let her see them but figured that might be a little presumptive. I didn’t want to put her off, especially when we were having such a nice time.

      “Have you thought about getting any ink?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Only when I’m drunk.” She burst into laughter.

      “That is always dangerous.”

      The waiter returned, bringing us menus. We both ordered the house specialty, filet mignon. We chatted a bit more about local happenings and what we planned to do for the summer. It was strange to be talking to her. It had been a long time since I felt comfortable enough with a woman to talk about my life. She was an old friend and had known me before the money. I didn’t have to pretend or shield what I revealed. She knew most of the skeletons in my closet.

      “Would you like to get dessert?” I asked after we had finished our meals.

      She smiled. “I’m good.”

      “Are you ready to go home?”

      She hesitated. “No. Can we go somewhere and get a drink?”

      I nodded. “I would like that.”

      “We can take advantage of the driver,” she said with a laugh. “It must be nice not having to wait on an Uber.”

      “It is very nice.”

      I got to my feet and waited for her. I placed my hand on the small of her back as we walked out of the restaurant. I saw the looks from the other men in the restaurant. I wasn’t jealous, but I was possessive. She was mine for the night. I shot dirty looks at a table full of men that were openly drooling over her. For just tonight, I was going to pretend she was all mine.
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      I sipped the Moscow Mule, slowly stirring it with my straw as I studied Tyson’s face. My brain was trying to see the boy I knew. I saw hints of that boy, but the soft, boyish features were gone. In their place were sharp, manly features.

      “You’re staring at me,” he said.

      “I just can’t believe you are here. Grown up. Like a real man.”

      He chuckled. “That tends to happen. It’s been what, fifteen years?”

      “Give or take a year.”

      “You’ve changed, too,” he said. “You’re all grown up. Like a real woman.”

      I smiled and sipped my drink. He had chosen a quiet lounge. It was dark with lots of amber lights that set a very romantic tone. I liked the privacy. I liked the quiet. It made it nice to have a conversation in a public place but without the need to shout over loud music.

      “Do you remember when we first met?” I asked.

      He cringed. “I don’t know if I remember the exact moment, but I remember when I noticed you.”

      I laughed. “When I begged you and Patrick to take me to the mall that one day? You guys were going out with some girls and were wearing gallons of cologne. I made fun of you, and Patrick got mad. Then you guys left me.”

      “I don’t think I remember that incident. I remember a time when Patrick and I were playing XBOX and you yanked out the cords because he said something about your hair.”

      I tried to remember. “I don’t remember that.”

      “You and Patrick always intrigued me. You fought like crazy, but if anyone ever said anything about you, he would kick their ass.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that. “Only he was allowed to pick on me.”

      “He teased you.”

      “You teased me,” I shot back.

      His eyes sparkled with that familiar mischief. “You are fun to tease.”

      “It certainly didn’t feel like that. You guys were bullies.”

      “I’m sorry if I ever hurt your feelings,” he said, reaching across the table and touching my hand. “I swear, it was all teasing.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured him. “Patrick was a punk and you were just following suit.”

      “You guys seem to have overcome those days,” he said before pulling his hand back.

      “We have. Patrick and I are very close. We’ve been through a lot together and we understand each other.”

      He nodded. “He was always so protective of you.”

      I smiled. “I suppose, but it did get a little annoying.”

      “Do you remember that guy, Gage something?” he asked.

      I groaned at the mention of the boy’s name. “Unfortunately, I do. He stood me up at the homecoming dance. I was so embarrassed. He asked me to go as a joke. I was so stupid. I didn’t know it was a joke. Everyone else did.”

      “Patrick didn’t, but when he found out, he wasn’t happy. Did Gage ever apologize?”

      “He did but it was bullshit. He didn’t mean it.”

      Tyson grinned. “Oh, I think he did. Patrick let him know in no uncertain terms that he was a piece of shit.”

      My eyes widened. “Is he the one that gave Gage the black eye?”

      Tyson took a drink. “I cannot confirm or deny anything.”

      “Oh my god!” I gasped. “He told everyone he got it in football practice.”

      “That sounds like a good story.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said. I had a new appreciation for my big brother. “What about Tiny Tony?”

      Tyson laughed. “Oh shit, that was a rough one. Tony was not an easy mark. Patrick took a couple of hits on that one.”

      “Tony was like three times his size!”

      He nodded. “Yep, but when he found out what Tony did to you, Patrick saw red. Tony didn’t show up to the party alone. Things got dicey.”

      “Did Patrick get hurt?”

      “Not too bad,” he said.

      “How many guys did he fight?”

      “That night? There were four of them and the two of us.”

      I looked at him. “You?”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t going to let my friend get his ass kicked.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I guess it’s a little late but thank you for defending my honor.”

      “You are welcome,” he said. He put up a hand, asking for another round. “Did you ever tell Patrick about us?”

      He asked the question in such a low voice, I almost didn’t hear him. I looked into my own glass. “No.”

      “Probably for the best. I waited for him to come after me. When he didn’t, I figured he was too pissed to do anything.”

      “Is that why you disappeared?” I asked, looking into his eyes.

      He shrugged. “Part of it.”

      “You didn’t have to do that. Patrick would have gotten over it.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry for all of it.”

      “Don’t be,” I told him. I was not interested in opening old wounds. “It’s in the past and I think it should stay there. Life happens. We’ve both moved on and it doesn’t look like either of us is suffering from it.”

      He smiled. “I suppose not.”

      “Did you ever marry?” I asked. I was fully prepared to blame the alcohol for the brazen question.

      “Nope. You?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Absolutely not.”

      “Did you get close?” he pressed.

      I slowly shook my head. “Not even a whisper. I did the college thing. I had some fun. Then I got home, and it just felt like there wasn’t time for fun.”

      “Wasn’t time?” he questioned.

      “Okay, I didn’t want to bother. Dating is a hassle. The men I met were just more work than I cared to deal with. It was just easier not to date.”

      “I get that.”

      “Did you ever get close?” I asked. I hoped he said no. I didn’t want to think about him being in love with someone else.

      “No. I did the college thing as well, but I really didn’t have a lot of time.”

      “Because of the double majors,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “What about after college? I’m sure you have had lots of opportunities.”

      The waitress brought our fresh drinks. I noticed her smiling at Tyson. He handed her a fifty and told her to keep the change. She winked before walking away, purposely exaggerating the sway of her hips. “I learned some hard lessons after I got started in the business.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Not only did people start noticing me for the wrong reasons, but I figured out I was not a good boyfriend.”

      I laughed. “You figured out, or you were told?”

      “Both. Relationships take work. They take time. The few girlfriends I did have let me know I was too reserved, too withdrawn. I wasn’t present literally and figuratively.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said but I wasn’t the least bit sorry. I was glad women didn’t want him. That was a terrible thing to think, but it was true.

      “It’s okay. I realized I didn’t have the energy to take care of a woman. I am barely capable of taking care of myself. A woman deserves better than me.”

      “That’s not true,” I told him. “Any woman would be lucky to have you.”

      He took another drink. “Maybe, but I guess we’ll never know.”

      “Have you sworn off women? Are you thinking about becoming a monk?”

      “Hell no,” he exclaimed. “But I’m careful these days. I travel a lot and I don’t want to give anyone the wrong idea.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was talking directly to me or speaking in generalities. “I get it. I know I’m in no position to get mixed up with anyone.” I didn’t tell him I was the new pseudo-mommy to a teenage girl.

      “Can we say we’re still young?” he asked.

      “I think we can,” I answered with a smile. “That’s our story and we’re sticking to it.”

      We took our time with our drinks. I knew I didn’t want the night to end. I noticed him check the time and realized it was getting late, but I didn’t want to go.

      “Would you like another drink?” he asked.

      “I probably shouldn’t,” I said, even though I really wanted to.

      “I’ll text the driver,” he said.

      We walked out, the cool spring air waking me up a little. When we got into the car, I scooted over to the other side. Again, I had to fight the urge to curl up next to him. We were friends. Two friends that were out for a drink.

      When the limo pulled to a stop in the parking lot of my building, I didn’t make a move to get out. He made no move to get out either.

      “Would you like to come up for a drink?” I softly asked.

      I could see him struggling with his answer. I suddenly felt like an idiot. My cheeks turned red.

      “Mae, I want to, but I probably shouldn’t.”

      I nodded. “You’re right.”

      “Trust me, I want to, but I—”

      I stopped him, saving him from saying something that would just make it that much worse. “Maybe we can grab lunch again one of these days.” It was an open, vague invitation. If he never called again, it would allow me to save face. He wouldn’t have to feel guilty and we could just move on like the situation never happened.

      “I’m going to be leaving town on Monday. If you would like to come along, I would be happy for the company.”

      I stared at him, wide-eyed. “Seriously?”

      “Yes. You said Patrick does all the traveling. You could go with me, unless you have something more pressing to do here.”

      I didn’t. Well, I did. I had Hayden to think about. I kept forgetting it wasn’t just me anymore. “Um, I can make some arrangements,” I heard myself say. “If you’re serious. I don’t want to be a burden.”

      “Mae, you could never be a burden.”

      “Okay, then. Can I call you tomorrow and let you know if I can make it work?”

      “I would like that. Call me. Please.”

      I smiled. The embarrassment I felt earlier faded. I made a move to get out of the car, but Tyson climbed out first and reached for my hand. I climbed out and stared up at him. This was always the worst part. Was there a kiss or not?

      “I should go,” I whispered when he didn’t make the first move to kiss me.

      I couldn’t handle another rejection. I had already thrown myself at him once. I didn’t want to do it again. “Call me,” he said without making a move to stop my fleeing.

      I headed inside the building. I walked into my empty apartment and leaned against the door, closing my eyes. I was getting into some dangerous territory. It was too easy to fall into old habits. I had to remind myself Tyson was off-limits. He had made it very clear he wasn’t interested in getting into a relationship.

      I wasn’t either. But I was also not interested in a friends-with-benefits situation. If Patrick ever found out, he would never forgive me. Patrick could be very old fashioned. He thought of himself as my protector, even if I was more than capable of handling myself. I smiled, thinking about the stories Tyson told me. Thinking of Tyson beating up the asshole that spread some pretty nasty rumors about me made me get the warm fuzzies.

      I wanted to go away with him, even if I didn’t know where we were going. That meant I needed to pack. I would ask Patrick to take Hayden. If he had meetings, I knew Carrie would happily take her in. Thankfully, Carrie worked from home and had a very flexible schedule. Hayden loved Ben, and Carrie could probably use an extra pair of hands. It would give her more time to work.

      I kicked off my heels and opened my closet, scanning the contents. I needed to find out where we were going before I made any outfit choices. I took off the dress, hanging it up before looking at myself in the mirror.

      Was I good enough for a man like Tyson? I wasn’t one of those rail-thin model types.

      He had complimented me several times. I hoped they were heartfelt and not just empty platitudes.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I walked into the living room of my massive home and flipped on the big screen. I was planning on doing very little for the day. I had some research to do but nothing that required me to leave the house. I liked to window shop. My window shopping included me browsing through current archeological digs as well as checking the latest catalog inventory from some of my frequent go-to dealers. I had learned a long time ago to stick with people I knew or that had been referred to me.

      I was just settling in when I heard the gate buzz and then open. Only one person, besides the housekeeper and groundskeeper, knew the code. Both of them were off for the day, which meant it was Alec. That was unusual. He never stopped by. We weren’t that kind of friends.

      I walked to the front door and watched him get out of his little sports car. “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey.”

      “What brings you by?” I opened the door and gestured for him to come inside.

      “I need to talk to you about the trip.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Want a drink?”

      “I’m good.”

      I walked back to the living room and turned off the TV. “What about the trip?” I had not told him we were going to have a guest along for the ride. I didn’t think it mattered.

      “I’m not going to be able to go,” he said.

      I gestured for him to sit down. I sat on the couch, stretching one arm across the back as I looked at him. “Really? Are you sick?”

      He laughed. “Nope. I don’t get sick. I have to go to Seattle.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Seattle? Are you going on a scouting mission?”

      He winced. “Not exactly.”

      I could see he was holding back. I dropped my arm, my relaxed pose fading a bit. “What are you doing over there?”

      “First, let me tell you about Israel.”

      I nodded. “Okay, what about Israel?”

      “Nothing important. You’ll be meeting with Samuel. He just acquired a collection of artifacts and is giving us—you—first dibs. He’s also going to put you in touch with a friend of his that is working a dig. He says you should be able to go out and inspect the area.”

      “Are there any pieces in particular you think I will be interested in?”

      He laughed. “No Holy Grails, but the usual dishes and statues. You might find something that gets your juices flowing. I did hear a rumor that there might be some things from the monarchic period.”

      “Everything is holy over there,” I replied. “It’s been a long time since we’ve gotten anything from Israel. It should be interesting. If there is truly anything that old, you know I have to have it. That will be a rare find indeed.”

      “Definitely. I’ve put together some information to help you identify time periods. It should help you authenticate anything you come across. I trust Samuel but he isn’t above shady dealings. He might have been the victim of a scam himself. You just never know in this business. The forgers are getting better every year.”

      “I agree. I’ll do my homework before I get there. I’m bummed you won’t be there. You’re my voice of reason. You know how I get when I see something I want. I can’t just walk away. I need you to be the guy that talks me down.”

      He smiled. “If you buy a piece of shit, it isn’t like you can’t afford the loss. Put it in your private collection and no one will know you got fucked. Even a shitty piece is worth something, and one day, it will likely be worth a fortune.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      He shrugged. “Your strong suit is Egyptian history. Mine is Middle Eastern that does not include Egypt. Egyptian history is so much more confusing to me.”

      He was right. It was why we made such a good team. “Depending on who you ask, Egyptian history is Middle Eastern.”

      He laughed. “Not in my world. My brain can only handle so much information.”

      “Why aren’t you going?” I asked him directly.

      He bit his lower lip, clearly stressed about something. I waited, giving him time to say what was on his mind. “I’ve been heavily recruited.”

      I nodded. “You always are. You’re an expert in the field. People value your expertise.”

      “This time is different.”

      “How so?”

      “Because I’m interested.”

      I took a deep breath. “Oh. I see. I didn’t know you were looking for a job.”

      “I wasn’t. These guys came to me. Several times actually. I like Seattle. You know that’s where I am originally from and my family is there.”

      I nodded. “You have already decided?”

      “No, not totally, but I will tell you I am strongly considering it. I’m going over there to meet with them, check out their facility, and see if it’s worth leaving all this behind.”

      “Seattle, huh?”

      He smiled. “I love the Emerald City.”

      “I know. I don’t blame you. If I had a family, I would want to be near them as well. I don’t want to lose you, but I think you already know that.”

      “I do and I don’t want to leave you hanging, but this is something I’ve been thinking about for a while. My mom isn’t getting any younger. My brother’s family. Everyone.”

      “I get it,” I told him. “Is there anything I can do to keep you here?”

      He shrugged. “It isn’t anything to do with you. You’ve been good to me. You’ve given me a lot of experience and I am so grateful for that. I have not made up my mind.”

      I smiled. “Sure, you have.”

      He sighed. “I’m torn, man. I really am. I want to be here and there. Ever think about opening a place up in Seattle?”

      I laughed. “Maybe one day, but you know how much work it takes. It would take some serious research.”

      “I know, I know. It was just a thought. I guess I want the best of both worlds.”

      “I bet your family is thrilled with the idea,” I commented.

      He looked at me. “I haven’t told them. I don’t want to make any decisions until I see it with my own two eyes. It could be the worst job in the world.”

      “But you know it isn’t.”

      He slowly nodded. “I know it isn’t.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”

      “I know you will be. I’ll let you get back to doing whatever it is you do here alone in this giant house. I still don’t know why you have such a big house. Do you even cover all the square footage in this place in an average week?”

      I looked around the living room, the place I spent the bulk of my time. “I don’t know. I’m usually in here, the kitchen, or in my room. Or my museum.”

      He laughed. “Only you would have a museum in your house.”

      I shrugged. “Some things I just like to keep close.”

      He got to his feet. “All right. I’ll send those documents over as soon as I get home, along with a list of items Samuel thinks you will be most interested in. I’ve put together a package that includes estimated value and history on the artifacts.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks for going through all the trouble for me.”

      “You know it wasn’t a problem.”

      I walked him to the door and waved as he drove out of the gate. I went back inside and finally let my disappointment show. I was bummed. Completely and totally bummed at the idea of losing Alec. He was my other half at work. He knew me well enough to know what I wanted and what I didn’t want. He anticipated what I needed.

      I trusted Alec. He was one of the few people in the industry that truly knew what he was doing. I didn’t have to question his experience or knowledge. He had proven himself time and again. I wasn’t sure how I was going to go forward without Alec. He was the man everyone reached out to. Everyone knew to contact Alec and he would make a deal happen. I relied on him to be my eyes and ears on the market.

      “Fuck,” I groaned as I walked back to the kitchen to get a drink.

      How in the hell was I going to procure artifacts? I was only one man. Alec and I usually divided and conquered. I couldn’t be halfway around the world and leave the business in the hands of my assistant. If I didn’t go to the digs and places to check out the latest finds, I could never truly authenticate the origin. I would have to rely on the paperwork.

      Yes, I could still run my business, but it wouldn’t be the same. It was going to be much harder and it wouldn’t be nearly as smooth as it ran now. I was pissed at myself for becoming so reliant on Alec. I should have known better. I should have hired a backup person. Alec suggested we hire an intern or apprentice of sorts to learn from us with the idea one of us would be able to take a vacation.

      I had screwed that up. Now I was left holding the bag and I had no one to blame but myself. “Good job, Tyson.”

      With a bottle of water in hand, I walked back to the living room to get started on my research for the trip. I wasn’t going to be able to rely on Alec’s expertise. It was all on me. I told myself I had started out alone and managed. I would manage again. Although the business had grown and I was going to have to hire at least one more person, more likely two to three. That was how valuable Alec was.

      I opened my laptop and began my research. This trip to Israel would be interesting. I was looking forward to it, even if Alec had just dropped a bombshell on me, because of Mae. Mae had come into my life again. I wasn’t sure what to make of it and I wanted to be cautious. She was one of the few people in the world who could get under my skin.

      Last night, when I got home, I thought about her. I dreamed about her. I could smell her perfume on me and wanted to wrap myself up in the suit jacket that had her scent clinging to it. I hated that I hadn’t made a move to kiss her. I should have. I should have bit the bullet and taken one kiss.

      She would have let me. I saw that look in her eyes. It had been over a decade since I had seen her last, but I remembered every little detail about her, right down to the little mewling sound she made when she was really enjoying herself.

      “Fuck,” I dragged out the word, reaching down to adjust the erection straining against my jeans. Just thinking about her was making me rock hard. I needed to get my shit together.

      I didn’t want to fuck things up again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I swayed to the sound of Katy Perry singing about being a strong woman as I loaded the dishwasher. Hayden asked if she could use my Bluetooth speaker to play her favorite playlist while we cleaned up the apartment. I didn’t want to be the old lady who complained about the music being too loud and told her to go ahead.

      It had been a long time since I had been a teenager obsessed with pop stars. Hearing her sing at the top of her lungs while she changed the sheets on both our beds took me back to days when life had been so much easier. Well, that wasn’t entirely true.

      I was about Hayden’s age when things started spiraling out of control with my parents. They still managed to keep their shit together, and there were good days, but there were also a lot of bad days.

      I was only a year older than Hayden when I met Tyson for the first time. It was hard to imagine myself that young, wanting the Tyson I knew today. Of course, back then, he had been a teenage boy himself. It was crazy to think of the me then as the me now, still crushing on the same boy.

      I finished the dishes and grabbed the broom. Hayden and I were cleaning the house and then going out for lunch. It was kind of nice to have a buddy to hang out with. We weren’t all that close and I was to blame for that. I hated going to my parents’ house and had just kind of drifted out of her life.

      “I’m done,” Hayden announced.

      “Give me ten minutes and I’ll be done as well.”

      We finished our chores and decided to walk the half-mile to a little café. Hayden looked happy. That made me happy. Patrick and I had talked several times about the situation and we both agreed we would fight our parents if they decided to try and take her back. She needed us to fight for her.

      “How is school going?” I asked once we were seated and sipping on diet sodas.

      “Good. I’m excited for it to be over though.”

      “Are you excited to start high school?”

      She made a face. “I think so. I’m worried I won’t know anyone.”

      “It’s a huge school. You’re going to make new friends. They always do a freshman orientation. We’ll go and connect with other freshmen that live in our building. I know there are plenty of them.”

      She nodded but didn’t look all that convinced. “Okay.”

      “I need to talk to you about something,” I said.

      Her face fell. “Oh. I see. I guess I should have known better.”

      “Known what?” I questioned.

      “You’re sending me home,” she said in a quiet voice. “Thank you for trying.”

      “Hayden, no! That isn’t what I need to talk to you about. I have an opportunity to go on a trip. I will be leaving Monday and will be gone a few days. I was hoping Patrick would be back, but he won’t be.”

      She nodded. “You’re sending me home,” she said with a sigh.

      “Hayden, no. I wanted to check with you and see if you would be okay staying with Carrie a few days. Patrick is going to try and wrap up his business sooner than planned, but if he doesn’t make it back, I need to know you’re with someone. If you don’t want to go with Carrie, that’s cool. I will take a raincheck on my trip.”

      “No!” she quickly said. “I love Carrie and Ben. I’m okay staying there if she is okay having me.”

      “She loves you and so does Ben.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “Israel,” I said. I had only just found out and I was feeling more than a little anxious about the trip. I should have asked him specifics before I agreed to go, but I was so excited, I couldn’t think straight.

      “No way! That is so awesome! Is it a vacation?”

      “No. It’s, uh, I don’t know what it is.”

      She looked confused.

      “I’m going with an old friend,” I said. “Basically, just tagging along.” I didn’t have a good explanation. Tyson asked and I said yes. Now that I was explaining it to her, I felt foolish. What the hell was I thinking? Me and Tyson were not a thing. We couldn’t be a thing.

      “It sounds like it will be fun. Are you going sightseeing? What part of Israel?”

      All questions I should have asked. I was a little embarrassed that a thirteen-year-old had more common sense than I did. “I think we are going to be checking out some finds from an archeological dig. When you get older, we are going to need to start taking you on these trips. You’ll be working in the family business one day.”

      She didn’t look thrilled with the idea. “Maybe.”

      “No pressure. I love history but I don’t think it’s Patrick’s favorite thing. You have to do what makes you happy.”

      “I think I might want to be a doctor,” she announced.

      In my head, I was thinking of the hefty college tuition. I was taking on a teenager that would be headed off to college in a matter of years. I didn’t have the means to pay for her tuition. I was still paying my own student loans.

      “That sounds like a very good idea,” I said with a smile. I wouldn’t be the one to kill her dreams.

      “What are you going to wear?” she asked.

      I laughed. “I don’t know. I’m thinking light stuff and sleeves.”

      “I can help you pack,” she offered.

      “Thanks. Are you sure you are okay with me going? If you need me to stay, I will absolutely stay. This trip isn’t that important. It was totally last minute, and no one is going to miss me if I don’t go.”

      “Go,” she insisted. “I’ll be fine.”

      I looked at her and wasn’t convinced. I felt an overwhelming sense of guilt. I couldn’t leave her. “You know what? I think I will reschedule. With Patrick out of town, one of us needs to be here.”

      “Mae, I’m fine. I will be fine as long as I don’t have to go back home. Please don’t stop living your life because of me.”

      “I’m not stopping anything. It’s really not a big deal. I need some time to get ready. I honestly don’t know what I was thinking when I agreed to go.”

      She took a drink from her soda. “You are such a bad liar.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I’m not lying. A trip to Israel requires more than two days’ notice. I want to use the trip to scout some stuff for our business. But in order to do that, I need to check our inventory and see what kind of money we have.” It all sounded like some great excuses to me. I hoped she was buying it.

      “I think you think I won’t be okay,” she said quietly. “I appreciate you thinking about me, but I’m really going to be okay. I’m so glad you took me from Mom and Dad. I don’t want to be a burden. If you cancel your trip, I’m going to feel like a burden. Then I’m going to feel bad and get sad and depressed. Then, I might just decide it’s better for me to go back home. You wouldn’t want all that to happen, would you?”

      I stared at her. “Wow. You are good. Really good. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      She grinned. “Did it work?”

      “You sneaky little thing,” I teased.

      She giggled. “I want you to go. It isn’t every day you get the chance to go to Israel. You cannot pass this up. It’s too good. I’m assuming it is all expenses paid?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. I don’t want to assume that. I’ll take my credit card just in case.”

      “Good plan. Who is this friend?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Are you thirteen or thirty?”

      “I had to grow up fast,” she said. She didn’t sound upset about it, but I hated that she had to grow up too fast. I had been forced to grow up too fast as well.

      “Yes, you did, but from now on, I want you to enjoy every moment of being a teenager. I know that sounds ridiculous because being a teenager is probably one of the hardest times in your life, but there are some good parts. You don’t need to worry about anything other than getting good grades and being a good kid.”

      She waved a hand. “I’ve got that in the bag.”

      I laughed. “You certainly do.”

      “So, who is the friend?”

      I shrugged. “He was—”

      “He?!” she shrieked. “You’re running away with a guy!”

      “Shh,” I scolded. “You don’t have to shout.”

      “Tell me everything!”

      I had to remember she was thirteen, but she was so much more mature than other girls her age. I wanted that friendship with her. But I also didn’t want to tell her too much. I wanted to protect her innocence for as long as I could. “He is a friend,” I said again. “Patrick and he were best friends in high school.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Tyson,” I answered.

      “What does he look like?”

      I grinned. “You are getting the wrong idea here. He is only a friend. I have not seen him in a long time. We just happened to run into each other.”

      “And now he is whisking you away to Israel? I hope I have guy friends like that when I grow up.”

      I frowned. I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea. I was already feeling a little protective. I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle her dating. Hopefully, that time wouldn’t come for years. I needed time to adjust to the idea of her being old enough to date. “He’s a nice guy.”

      “Is he hot?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You are not going to let this go.”

      “Nope. I don’t really have girlfriends. I have to learn how to do girl talk. I’m going to be in high school next year and I’m sure that’s all anyone is going to talk about. I want to sound like I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Boys?” I asked.

      “Yes, boys. I want to sound like I’m familiar with the topic.”

      “Are you?” I questioned, almost afraid to know the answer.

      She slowly shook her head. “No. I did have a boyfriend for like a minute, but the boys all like the girls with big boobs. I don’t think I’m going to get boobs.”

      I looked down at my chest. “Trust me. Boobs run in the family. I swear I went to bed an A-cup and woke up a C-cup.”

      “When?” she asked. “I’m thirteen. Shouldn’t this have happened by now? The other girls in my grade have boobs.”

      I laughed. “Trust me. You want to wait for those bad boys until the very last minute. I think I was probably fifteen, maybe sixteen. Don’t put so much pressure on yourself. Enjoy thirteen. Don’t try and grow up too fast, and never, ever compare yourself to other girls. I know you will, but I wish you wouldn’t. You are going to learn one day that they don’t matter. How you feel about you is all that matters.”

      “That is a nice pep talk, but I don’t think I’m going to turn out pretty like you. My hair is frizzy. My chest is flat. I have no ass.”

      I slowly shook my head. I remembered those days. I hated that she had to go through it, but we all did. “You are tall and slender, and you will grow into your body. Trust me. You are gorgeous. Let’s go to the salon when we’re done with lunch. I need to get a trim before my trip. We’ll have my hairdresser give your hair a nice treatment.”

      “Can I get some highlights?”

      I felt like I had been tossed in the deep end. Was she too young? When was the right age to let her color her hair? I needed a manual. “We’ll see,” I said, not committing to anything.

      I would go to Google. Google would tell me the right age for hair stuff. I couldn’t remember the first time I had gotten highlights, but I had a feeling I was about her age. I was going to find a book. I needed help. I didn’t want to screw her up.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      The limo pulled to a stop outside of Mae’s building. This time, I did send a text letting her know we were there. I waited inside the lobby for her. She emerged from the elevator carrying a carry-on bag over her shoulder with her purse slung over her other shoulder and a laptop bag in one hand and trailing a suitcase behind her with the other.

      I sprang into action. “You are seriously packed,” I commented, taking the suitcase and the carry-on.

      “I had no idea what to bring and decided to go on the safe side and bring a little of everything.”

      I laughed. “I believe you.”

      The driver helped put the bags in the car before we climbed in. “I’m so excited!” she said. Her cheeks were flushed with her excitement. I was glad I got to be a part of that.

      “I’m happy to have you along. I think you will add excitement to what could have been a very boring trip.”

      “Do you know, I have never been out of the country? I’ve had a passport for years. I renew it each time and I always tell myself I’m going to go somewhere and get my first stamp. Then life happens and I just can’t seem to find time to escape.”

      “I’m happy to be your first,” I said and immediately regretted the words.

      She smiled. “I’m glad it’s you.”

      “Me too,” I whispered. “Me too.”

      “I wasn’t sure what airline we were going to be on. I checked all the bag weight limits and hoped for the best. It’s just under seventy pounds, and if I have to, I can shove my purse into my laptop bag and it will count as one personal item.”

      She was cute when she rambled. “You’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry about bag limits.”

      “If they charge a fee, I am paying.”

      “There won’t be any fees.”

      “Oh? What airline doesn’t charge?”

      “Not an airline,” I told her.

      She looked at me, one pretty brow raised. “Boat?”

      I chuckled. “No. My jet.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Your jet? You own a jet?”

      I nodded. “I do a lot of traveling. It makes sense to have my own transportation.”

      “Tyson, just how much money do you make with your museums?”

      I shrugged. “It’s a lucrative business,” I answered, not wanting to get into money matters.

      “I would guess so. Clearly, Patrick and I could learn a little something from you.”

      I smiled. “I would be more than happy to offer my expertise.”

      “I bet you would.”

      The car pulled onto the tarmac. We were quickly boarded and situated on the jet. I could see the nervousness on her face and decided to sit beside her. “It’s safe,” I told her.

      She blew out a breath. “You aren’t a cheap plane owner, are you? I mean, your plane or jet or whatever it’s called is regularly maintained, right? We are flying over an ocean, and while I do know how to swim, I don’t particularly like to swim with sharks.”

      I smiled. I figured it wouldn’t be wise to tell her that if we crashed into the ocean, she wouldn’t have to worry about swimming. She would be shark food. “We are going to be fine.”

      “I’m holding you to that.”

      The plane began to taxi down the runway. Her hand reached out and covered mine. I turned my hand and intertwined my fingers with hers. She squeezed my hand as the jet left the runway, ascending higher and higher. When we finally leveled out, I felt her relief.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      “Yes, sorry. I don’t mind flying, but the takeoff is so intense.”

      “Don’t be sorry.”

      “I guess you are a frequent flyer,” she commented.

      I nodded. “I am. I definitely get my money’s worth out of this thing.”

      “Can I have a tour? Are we allowed to walk around?”

      “Yes, to both questions.”

      “Good, I can’t wait to see what you have on this thing. I’ve never been on a private jet.”

      I undid my seatbelt and waited for her to get to her feet. Despite the roomy cabin, my height still had my head brushing the ceiling. I leaned forward, catching a strong whiff of her hair. It smelled fruity and delicious and perfectly sexy. I stepped around her, sliding my body against hers.

      “This way,” I said, opening a door. “My office is here.”

      “An office? You have an office on your private jet? Holy shit. Pardon my crassness, but seriously, holy shit.”

      I laughed. “I spend a lot of time in this thing. I need to work. It seems like a waste of time to just sit and do nothing.”

      “I get it.”

      I opened the next door. “This is the bedroom.”

      She stopped walking. “Bedroom?”

      “Some of these flights are twelve hours or more. I have to sleep.”

      She nodded. “And you have a bedroom.”

      I walked inside the space that was small but serviceable. There was a small closet along one wall and a TV mounted on another wall. The bed was large, but not as big as the one at home. “If you want to take a nap, feel free to do it here.”

      “Thank you. I understand why you travel so much now. It isn’t bad when you have a flying apartment. It’s like a flying RV. I suppose there is a kitchen on here somewhere?”

      I smiled. “Not a full kitchen but there is a stocked bar, refrigerator, and plenty of snacks.”

      “This is amazing.”

      I laughed. “Thank you,” I said, leading the way back to the main seating area that was outfitted with a couch on one side and the comfortable leather reclining chairs on the other. It was a little ostentatious. I didn’t exactly show it off. I liked to be comfortable. My money afforded me luxury and I didn’t mind taking advantage of it.

      She sat down on the couch while I moved to the small bar to make a couple of mimosas. I carried her glass to her and sat down at the opposite end of the sofa. She sipped the drink and smiled. “Who would have thought the jock football player in high school that pretended to be a little on the dumb side would have all this one day?”

      I laughed. “I wasn’t pretending.”

      “Yeah, right. A double major? That isn’t easy. You’re smart. I always knew you were smart. You just liked to play dumb so no one would expect anything of you.”

      I shrugged. “It was easier. People looked at me and saw the big, dumb jock. It was easier to just go with it than try to convince them I did have a brain in my skull.”

      “The people from back then would be impressed and surprised by your success. You’ve made it. You made yourself into a very rich man, or at least you certainly present yourself as such.”

      I only smiled. I wasn’t going to give her the details. Not yet. I didn’t like to lead with that. “I rarely think about them. None of those people thought I would ever amount to anything. I think in high school I was voted most likely to have a beer belly and live in a trailer by our tenth reunion.”

      She looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry. Kids can be so damn cruel.”

      “Yes, but their cruelty didn’t truly matter. My dad wasn’t exactly an upstanding citizen. They thought I would follow in his footsteps.”

      She made a face. “And yet your father was far more honest about who he was, unlike my parents. They did a great job hiding who they were. Everyone saw them at the PTO meetings and thought we were the ideal American family. I hated the lie, but I also hated the truth even more. Like you said, it was easier to go along with what people assumed.”

      I understood her plight. “It’s the past,” I said. I wasn’t interested in revisiting those days.

      “Yes, it is. That’s where it will stay.”

      “Do you keep in touch with anyone from the old days?”

      She smiled. “Not really. I do have one friend from back then, but I don’t think you guys ever met. Carrie Ellis. She married a Marine right out of high school. He was killed in Afghanistan when she was five-months pregnant. She moved back here to be close to family and friends to raise the baby. I was happy she was back but saddened about the reason why.”

      “Home is where we all come back to, it seems,” I commented. “No matter how good or bad it was, it is still home.”

      She smiled. “I suppose you are right. I could have stayed in New York. There was a job offer there and I thought about taking it, but I couldn’t leave Patrick alone to deal with the business on his own.”

      “Did you want to take the job?” I asked.

      She worried her lower lip. “Honestly?”

      I laughed. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I did. My god, I did. I wanted it. It would have been great for my career. The pay was impressive.”

      I let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I probably would been chewed up and spit out by the city anyway. I was young and had stars in my eyes. It only took one visit home to help me see what I needed to do. I told myself I would go back in a few years once things settled down here.”

      “And you didn’t,” I surmised.

      “I couldn’t. And now, well, now I won’t be going anywhere.”

      I didn’t say anything. She didn’t know about Patrick’s plans. I was not going to be the one to tell her. I wasn’t even sure it was going to work out. There was no point in causing a problem that might never even happen.

      We talked a bit more before moving off the couch and settling in the comfortable recliners. I turned on the TV, putting on whatever movie was playing. I pulled out my tablet while she watched the movie. It was strange to be sitting so close to her. I could smell her hair and that same perfume. The sound was low on the movie, allowing me to hear her steady breathing. It was oddly calming and comforting. I felt myself relax.

      I had been in a bit of a state since I found out Alec was most likely going to be leaving me. It was nice to have a companion. It wasn’t long before I felt her head resting on my shoulder. I looked down and realized she had fallen asleep. I didn’t move a muscle. I didn’t want to jar her awake. I tried not to breathe as well.

      It was as if no time had passed at all. I felt the same way about her now as I did back then. She was a beautiful woman, inside and out. I missed her. I missed our conversations and the way she could make me laugh. She could make me forget all about the world. I had never felt the way I felt for her with anyone else. Seeing her again, all those old feelings stirred to life, which told me I would never find another like her. No one else could make me feel the way she did.

      I wanted her. I wanted her more than I wanted my museums full of ancient treasure.

      But she was Patrick’s little sister. She was the one woman on this planet I couldn’t have. The cost to be with her was too high. Patrick and I had been best friends once. Even though we didn’t talk anymore, there was a respect for him I would not betray. I had seen how protective he was of his sister. I didn’t dare tread on that relationship.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I jerked awake, immediately reaching out to hold on to the first thing I grabbed. It was Tyson’s strong hand I felt on my arm. Confusion overwhelmed me. My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to rationalize what the hell was happening. My head jerked forward with a painful snap.

      “Relax,” Tyson’s deep baritone voice washed over me. “It’s okay. We’ve just touched down. Everything is okay.” His soothing tone immediately relaxed me and gave my poor muddled brain a chance to catch up. We were on his private jet. I was traveling across the world with Tyson.

      I sat up straight and looked around, rubbing my hand over my mouth. “I fell asleep.”

      “We both did,” he answered. His hand slid up and down my forearm. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, I was just a little startled. You didn’t sleep out here because of me, did you? You have your bed. I didn’t mean to make you sleep in the chair. You’re going to be all cramped up.”

      “I usually sleep in the chair. I’ll be as cramped as you are.”

      I flexed my toes and slowly rolled my neck to loosen things up. The plane taxied to a stop, giving me time to get my bearings. I very casually looked at his shoulder, making sure I hadn’t drooled all over the man. His shoulder appeared dry, much to my relief.

      I got to my feet, my legs feeling a little stiff after sitting for so long. Tyson put a hand on the small of my back and gently guided me to the exit. I took the steps, being careful not to trip and fall on my face. It was dark, but I had no idea what time it was.

      “Over there,” Tyson said and pointed to a waiting car. It wasn’t a limo, but it was a beautiful, black Mercedes with dark-tinted windows. I felt like royalty. The driver grabbed our bags and loaded them into the car. I stood in awe, smelling the sea and a variety of unfamiliar smells. It was strange how each city had its own unique aroma. I smelled spices and I thought maybe oil.

      “Ready?” Tyson asked, coming to stand beside me.

      “I am. I was just trying to take it all in. There are so many lights. It feels so calm and quiet.”

      “It is a beautiful city,” he agreed. “Our hotel is waiting.” We climbed into the back seat of the car and were whisked away once again.

      “I cannot wait to stretch my legs,” I complained.

      He laughed. “I usually move around a bit more. It’s the benefit of the private flight. I can walk, dance, lay down, anything but sit.”

      “You dance?” I said with a laugh, trying to picture him dancing while flying ten-thousand feet in the air.

      “Maybe not dance, but I do some yoga poses.”

      “Yoga?” I repeated the word. “You do yoga?” The man surprised me.

      “No. I do a few poses I learned along the way to help stretch out my back. I know it sounds cheesy, but my days of high school football took their toll on my body.”

      “You were a brute,” I said, remembering him in his football uniform. I loved watching him play. He was big and strong, and all the girls lusted after him.

      “I was an idiot, thinking I was invincible.”

      “On the way back, I will remind you to do your yoga. I’ll do it with you.”

      There was a shift in the mood. “I would very much like to see you do yoga. Are you bendy?”

      I laughed. “Not exactly, but I have taken a few classes and have the general idea down.”

      “Good. We will yoga our way back to the States.”

      The idea of doing yoga with Tyson was kind of funny. And exciting. Being with him was exciting. I looked out the window again, looking for a sign I could read. “I feel like a bit of a country bumpkin, but where exactly are we?” I finally asked.

      He softly chuckled. “Tel Aviv.”

      “Oh. Wow. Really? I can’t believe I’m here. This is amazing.” I looked out the window, trying to see everything but it was just too dark. “Wait, is it safe here? Aren’t there bombings and terrorists?”

      “Safe as any city—for the time being. There are going to be the rougher neighborhoods, but you will be safe with me.”

      I felt completely safe with him. It wasn’t just his size that made me feel safe. It was him—the man. He offered such strength through his very being. I turned to look at his profile as he stared straight ahead. When he turned to look at me, I didn’t look away. I didn’t mind him knowing I found him attractive and worthy of being stared at. The car pulled to a stop under a covered parking area. I jumped when the door was opened, a bellhop eager to help me out of the car.

      Our bags were quickly unloaded while I stood in awe of the luxurious hotel lobby. Herod’s. I had heard the name but to actually be standing in the lobby of one of the famous hotels was amazing. It was an experience I would never forget.

      “This is amazing,” I breathed.

      Tyson smiled. “Wait until you see it in the daylight. I’ll get our room keys.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was saying our room, like we were sharing a room or separate rooms. I stood out of the way, trying to take it all in. It was stunning. He was right. I couldn’t wait until morning when I could see the view of the Mediterranean Sea.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      I blinked and nodded. “I am.”

      We rode up in the elevator. Instead of the bellhop bringing our bags, Tyson insisted we carry them the rest of the way. He paused in front of a door and held a key out. “Yours.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your room. I’m right next door.”

      I smiled. I wasn’t sure if I was disappointed or relieved. “Thank you. Should I set my alarm for a particular time?”

      He shrugged. “You’re sure to be jet-lagged. Sleep in. Relax.”

      “No way. I want to see everything. What is your plan for tomorrow?”

      “We’ll go out to the dig in the morning,” he said.

      My eyes lit up. “I can’t believe I get to see a real archeological dig. This is truly the trip of a lifetime. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. Thank you for coming along and keeping me company.”

      “It’s been such a burden,” I said sarcastically.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said. Neither of us made a move to go into our rooms. We stood in awkward silence.

      I wanted that goodnight kiss. I couldn’t have it. It was too dangerous. I found the strength to look away. I slid the card in the lock and opened the door. “Goodnight,” I whispered.

      I went into my room before I made a foolish mistake. I heard the door to his room open and then close. I looked around the room that was spacious and very clean. My eyes went to the massive bed. I was going to get lost in the damn thing. I stripped out of the yoga pants and loose shirt I had worn for the flight. I was exhausted, which seemed silly considering I had slept for hours.

      I checked my watch and saw it was just after seven back home. I fished my phone out of my purse and went through the hassle of calling home.

      “Hi!” I greeted when Hayden answered her cell. I insisted on getting her one last week. She got home from school when I was still at work. I didn’t like not being able to get in touch with her. I blamed Carrie for turning me into a helicopter parent.

      “Are you there?” she asked.

      “I am. We just got here. Are you getting ready for school?”

      “Yes. Right now, I’m feeding Ben while Carrie showers. Then she’s going to take me to school and Ben to his playgroup.”

      “Did you do your homework?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you washed your face last night?”

      She laughed. “Yes, Mae. My face is clean and grease-free.”

      “I’m only looking out for your best interest. Your skin is beautiful. I want it to stay that way. You have to take care of your skin.”

      “Yes, Mom,” she said it as an insult, but I found I actually kind of liked it.

      “Ha. Ha. Trust me. You will thank me when you’re my age. You have no idea how much your skin endures on a normal day.” I stopped myself from carrying on. I didn’t want to lecture her. I just wanted to tell her all the things I learned the hard way. My mother had never bothered to give me beauty advice.

      “I better get going. Ben is making a mess with his waffles.”

      I smiled. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, but you’ve only been gone a day.”

      “Tell Carrie I called. I’ll try and call you tonight but I’m not sure what our day looks like. If I don’t talk to you, I’ll keep trying.”

      “I’ll talk to you later, Mae. Have fun with your friend.” She said the last with a laugh.

      “Goodbye,” I said and hung up before she could say anything more about Tyson.

      I grabbed a pair of shorts, a tank, and a pair of panties before going into the bathroom. The moment I turned on the lights, I was shocked by the luxuriousness all over again.

      I looked longingly at the tub, but I was too tired. I hopped in the shower, letting the water wash away the exhaustion of the long flight. I followed my own advice and scrubbed my face clean before slathering myself with moisturizer. I had brought along enough sunscreen to protect my skin for a year. I wasn’t sure what to expect with the weather. I imagined Israel to be hot and dusty.

      When I walked back into the room, I stared at the wall that divided my room from his. I wondered if he was already in bed. Was he asleep? Had he showered? The thought of him naked made my skin feel all tingly. I wanted to go to him. I wanted him to come to me.

      Why couldn’t we just have what we both wanted? We were adults. Adults who had some serious chemistry. I knew what he said his reason was, but could it really be the thing that held him back? Tyson and Patrick didn’t even talk anymore. Could they really still be called friends?

      I walked to the wall and pressed my hand against it before leaning my ear against it. I was trying to hear any sound of him stirring. If he was awake, maybe there was still a chance he would knock on the door and tell me he wanted me. I wouldn’t deny him.

      I could hear nothing. “Tyson,” I whispered his name. “Are you awake?”

      I knew he couldn’t hear me, which was a good thing. It would only embarrass me. I turned off the lights and crawled into the bed. It practically swallowed me whole. But it was comfortable. I closed my eyes and thought about him. The memories I had of him were bittersweet. I pushed them aside and forced myself to go to sleep. It was sure to be a busy day tomorrow. I didn’t want to be dragging ass and yawning. That was not a good look on anyone.
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      I woke up with Mae on my mind. She was always on my mind these days. I quickly showered and ordered breakfast to my room before going over to knock on her door. When she answered the door, I found myself smiling at her beauty. She had pulled her hair back in a ponytail and was wearing a pair of light-colored pants and a long-sleeved shirt that was gauzy. A white tank under the shirt protected her modesty. It was simple and sexy and made me think of fucking her against the wall.

      “I ordered breakfast,” I blurted out.

      “Oh.”

      “Would you like to eat with me in my room?”

      She smiled. “I would.”

      When she smiled, it lit up my world. It made me feel like the only man in the world. I walked out, leading her back to my room. The breakfast was delivered minutes later, making it much easier to think about something else than the huge bed in the room.

      “Have you ever been on a dig?” I asked her as we settled in to eat the kosher breakfast.

      “No, I haven’t. I am excited to see it. Will we be allowed on the grounds or do we have to look from afar?”

      “We will be getting right up close and personal. I usually don’t go into any of the deep caverns, but I do like to see where the artifacts are coming from.”

      She was beaming. Her face was devoid of makeup and reminded me very much of our high-school years. She had changed very little. “I cannot wait.”

      I put down my napkin. “Then let’s not wait another minute. I’ll call the driver and have the car ready.”

      She clapped her hands. “Should I take my purse?”

      That caught me off guard. “Uh, I don’t know. If you want.”

      She burst into laughter. “I’m sorry. That is not a question I should ask you. I’m going to grab my phone and some money.”

      “Don’t,” I said.

      “Don’t take my phone?”

      “You don’t need any money. This trip is on me. If you need anything, I will gladly provide.”

      She frowned. “You are not going to provide anything. You’ve done enough.”

      She walked out of the room. I was still smiling when I walked into the hall and waited for her. When she emerged, I reached for her hand. I shouldn’t have, but who was going to tell? It was one of the benefits to being out of the country. No one would know except me and her.

      When we arrived at the dig site, I worried she would burst with excitement. I could feel the energy coming off her. It was contagious. “I don’t think I have to ask if you’re ready.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      A man approached me as we stood near the rope that prevented trespassers from entering the area. At least that was the idea, but anyone that wanted to could very easily go around the rope. “Mr. Helms?” the man asked.

      “That’s me.”

      “I’m Samuel.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Samuel. This is my friend, Mae Kendell.”

      “Hi,” Mae greeted.

      “I’ll show you around. I’ve got numerous pieces that have been procured from the dig. I think you will be very impressed.”

      I nodded, putting on my game face. “I’m interested to see what you have.”

      Samuel led us to an area with a tarp spread out on the ground. I was thoroughly unimpressed. I stared down at the trinkets and immediately knew they were not worth the trip across the ocean. I didn’t let my disappointment show. I was hoping there would be more to see.

      Mae squatted down, studying the various coins and bits of pottery. “Can I touch them?” she asked Samuel.

      Samuel, obviously enamored, smiled and nodded. “Please.”

      I watched as she picked up one piece and studied it before putting it back down and reaching for another. She got to her feet, wiping her hands on her pants and smiling at Samuel. “Thank you.”

      “I trust you have more?” I asked. “Alec said he thought you had some things from the monarchic period?”

      Samuel eagerly nodded. “Yes, please, follow me.”

      I was thoroughly unimpressed with what I was seeing.

      “That’s interesting,” Mae commented as we passed by someone using a screen to sift through a pile of dirt.

      I nodded. My eyes went to an assortment of crude statues. I stopped walking and studied them a little closer. I bent down and picked up one of the statues. They appeared to be stone, which was a step above the rest of the things I was seeing. “I’m interested in these,” I said, gesturing at them.

      Samuel smiled. “Ah, yes. Those are quite precious. Since you came all this way, I think I can give you a good deal.”

      That usually meant he wanted a fortune and was trying to make me believe I was getting a bargain. “What kind of deal are you offering?” I asked.

      “Let me show you the other items,” he said.

      Mae looked at me, one brow raised, but said nothing. We obliged the man and let him show us around. His finds were definitely not items from thousands of years ago. They were fillers. They weren’t really worthy of a shining spot on one of my museum floors, but I would humor the man.

      “These are good,” I said, pointing to some of the tools.

      “Ah, yes,” he agreed.

      Mae dropped down to a squat once again and carefully inspected several of the items. “Hand-carved,” she surmised. “This is copper.”

      “Yes,” Samuel said with a smile.

      We meandered around the site, watching the workers sift through dirt. Another group was using soft brushes to uncover more relics. I could see Mae was fascinated by the process and didn’t rush her. We made our way back around to a small trailer. Samuel asked us to step inside. The cool air hit me almost immediately.

      I had noticed the fine sheen of perspiration on Mae’s brow, but she never complained about the heat. I noticed her use her hand to fan herself once we were inside the cool trailer.

      “Have a seat.” Samuel gestured to the folding chairs. “Can I get you some water?”

      “Please,” Mae answered.

      “Anything for you, madam,” the man replied.

      I wanted to roll my eyes. I didn’t. I took the offered bottle of water and quickly swallowed half of it.

      “Thank you for your kindness,” she said in a sweet voice.

      Samuel looked like he had won the lottery. I wondered if I got that same look when she gave me one of her exquisite smiles or showered me with attention. I hoped not. That was sappy. The guy looked like a lovesick puppy dog.

      “Are you ready to make a deal?” he asked, taking a seat behind the small desk that crowded the tiny trailer.

      “I’m interested in discussing a deal,” I said. “I’m not interested in the coins, but I like the other stuff. I understand selling each piece individually will be more of a burden for you, so I am willing to buy the lot.”

      That seemed to please him. “Great! I will give you a steep discount.” He tossed out a number and I almost choked with laughter.

      “Exactly what are you selling me?” I asked. “Does that include a claim on what you might find?”

      He scowled. “No, no. That is for the tools, statues, and those cooking vessels.”

      Mae made a big show of putting the lid back on her water bottle. “No,” she said, her tone firm.

      “Excuse me?” Samuel asked.

      “No. You know that is ridiculous. Do you think he just fell off the turnip truck?”

      The poor man looked incredibly confused. “The turnip truck? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s an expression we use in America. It means you think he is an idiot. Stupid. Dumb. Naïve. Do you think Tyson is any of those things?”

      “No! He is a respected customer!”

      “Exactly. Yes, he is. Why would you try and cheat him then?”

      “I’ve done no such thing.”

      “You’ve insulted his intelligence with that asking price. I’m not even close to the expert he is, and I know you have inflated the value because you think he will pay because of who he is. He won’t. He’ll pay you half of what you asked.”

      Samuel looked completely dumbfounded. I was a little shocked myself. I had no idea I was bringing a pit bull along. I didn’t even know she knew anything about what we were looking at. She certainly didn’t give that impression. She was my secret weapon.

      “Tyson, I would never insult you. I have worked with Alec on many occasions.”

      “I’m sure you have,” I started to say before Mae jumped back in.

      “We have a full schedule. There are plenty of other dealers in the area that are hoping to gain Tyson’s business. If you cannot agree to our terms, I’m sorry, but we will have to move on. We wish you all the luck in the world to sell those items at your asking price.” She got to her feet and looked down at me. I jumped up. I certainly didn’t want to get on her bad side.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Samuel said with a heavy sigh. “Because it is for one of my best customers, I will agree to your terms. This time.”

      I looked to Mae. This was her show. I was afraid to agree to anything at that point. She nodded at me then looked at Samuel. “Then you have a deal.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I couldn’t imagine what poor Samuel was feeling. “I’ll have Alec make the arrangements for payment and delivery,” I told him.

      Samuel got to his feet. “It’s always a pleasure to do business with you.”

      I had a feeling that was all bullshit, but I shook his hand anyway. “Thank you for your time today.”

      “Yes, thank you so much for showing us around,” Mae chimed in.

      Samuel didn’t look nearly as pleased to hear from her as he had in the beginning. We walked out of our trailer and back to the waiting car. We got in the back, neither of us saying a word until we were away from the site.

      “Damn,” I finally said.

      She looked at me. “What? You know that stuff was not worth what he was asking.”

      I grinned. “I did know but it was worth more than you just agreed I would pay.”

      She shrugged. “You’re in the business to make money. You need to pay for that fancy jet.”

      I laughed. “I had no idea you were such a vicious woman. You scared me a little bit.”

      Her pretty smile warmed my very soul. “I couldn’t sit there and let him screw you over.”

      “I was going to walk away with nothing at all,” I told her.

      “Well, now you got some cool stuff. I would hate for this trip to be a total waste of your time.”

      “It is definitely not a waste of time,” I told her. “I get to spend it with you.”

      “Since I just saved you thousands of dollars, I will let you treat me to a nice dinner.”

      “Oh gee, can I?” I said with a wink.

      “You can.” She leaned in close. “Is there anywhere that serves actual meat in this city?”

      I laughed. “There is. I will treat you to a marvelous dinner.”

      She looked very proud of herself. “You are damn right you will.”

      “Where did you learn about that stuff?” I asked.

      She gave me a dry look. “Hello? You know where I work.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t know you knew about this stuff. I thought your parents dealt mostly in American and European antiques.”

      She shrugged. “They did, but I’ve done a lot of reading on the matter. And I watched you.”

      “You watched me?”

      She slowly nodded. “At the site. I saw your face. I read your expression. You weren’t excited about what you saw. Not like you were when you were showing me around your museum.”

      “You read me, huh? I guess I better work on my poker face.”

      “It won’t help. I know you too well.”

      She was right about that. She did know me very well. Better than anyone else on the planet. That was only a little scary.
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      I felt good. I was proud of what I had done for Tyson. I doubted he really needed me, but I liked feeling like I was contributing a little. He had done so much for me. I wanted to do a little something for him. I could tell he was a little disappointed in what he had seen at the dig. He’d been excited for something new and exciting and found a lot of the same.

      “What’s next?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. What would you like to do?”

      “I’m assuming you’ve been here before?”

      “To Tel Aviv?” he questioned.

      “Yes.”

      “Many times.”

      “Then I will let you be my tour guide,” I told him.

      He smiled. “I was hoping you would say that.” He leaned forward and gave the driver instructions.

      “When was the first time you came here?”

      “Wow,” he said. “I think it was my sophomore year of college. I came over with a group from school. We got to help with a dig. I knew from that moment I was hooked.”

      “And you’ve come back a lot since?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I’m sure you know the significance of this area.”

      “I do,” I told him. “Bible and all that.”

      He laughed. “Yes, all that. Just when I think everything has been found, there is something new. This land is rich with history and not just a little history. It’s everywhere you go.”

      Once again, he had that passionate tone in his voice. The car pulled to a stop in front of a massive building. “Where are we?”

      “It’s the Eretz Israel Museum,” he announced.

      I shook my head. I was unfamiliar with the name. “It’s huge.”

      “It is. It is a full day. Are you up for it?”

      “I am.”

      He led me inside, paying the entrance fee for us both. “I came here and knew I was in love.”

      “In love?” I questioned.

      “With history. I love this place. I love how much the people care about their history. Their passion for their culture and preserving their history inspired me. At first, I wasn’t sure if archeology was an honest business.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, looking at a map that outlined Israel’s long history.

      “I had a professor that made it very clear he was worried people were digging up history for the wrong reasons. Honestly, I probably was one of those people. I knew there was money in the artifacts and antiques. The professor’s entire class was a very long lecture about preserving and respecting the history.”

      I smiled, looking up at him. “You were lucky to find such a wise professor.”

      “I was.”

      “Is that why you have museums instead of antique shops?”

      He nodded. “It is. Don’t get me wrong. I do sell but I like to think I’m selling to the right people. I want to preserve history. Sadly, with every generation, the past slips away. I like doing my part to make sure it isn’t forgotten. I like finding the stories and passing them along.”

      “How do you know the stories are accurate?” I questioned.

      He laughed. “I don’t know but I like to think I’m giving a fairly accurate depiction of what a tool was used for. When someone looks at a tool, they see a tool. How boring is that? I want them to look at that tool and imagine the person that used it and how they used it in their daily life. Why they used it and stuff like that.”

      I sighed. “I could seriously listen to you all day. I wish you would do webinars or something like that. You are truly inspiring.”

      “Thank you. You’re too kind.”

      “I’m serious. Your passion is refreshing. It’s why people flock to your museums. I don’t know if I share your passion, but I envy you for it.”

      He led me around the first building. “You make your living selling antiques. You can’t tell me you don’t like it a little bit. You grew up in the business.”

      “I do like it,” I told him. “I think I would like it more if Patrick enjoyed what we did. He just goes through the motions. It isn’t what he really wants to do with his life.”

      Tyson chuckled. “He doesn’t want to be an antique dealer when he grows up?”

      “No, definitely not.”

      “Why did he take over the business? Why not let your dad sell it?”

      I sighed, shaking my head. “Honestly, I don’t know. I think it just kind of happened. Patrick worked with him, and then one day, it was like my dad just didn’t work there anymore and Patrick did. Things got a little dicey and Patrick ended up making it all legal to become the official owner.”

      We stopped walking. He looked at me. “Dicey? Are your parents healthy?”

      I smirked. “No. But that is their choice.” I moved on to the next display. I was not going to ruin a perfect trip by talking about them.

      “How is Patrick?” he asked. “Like how is he really?”

      “He’s good. I don’t mean to make it sound like he is miserable. We get along great and the business is doing okay. Things could always be worse. Some days are better than others.”

      “I think that is true of anybody,” he answered.

      I looked over at him and smiled. The big guy had a soft side. A very soft side. He was reading a plaque, his attention focused elsewhere. I studied him. My eyes drifted over his body. I was still so curious about the tattoos that were now completely hidden under the long-sleeved shirt he was wearing. He had a very beachy vibe going with the loose-fitting white shirt and the beige cargo pants.

      He turned and caught me staring at him. I smiled, earning a smoldering look from him. “Hungry?” he asked.

      I wasn’t sure if it was a serious question or if he was teasing me. I licked my lips and nodded. “I am.” I was very hungry. For him.

      “There is a restaurant here,” he said, his voice huskier than usual.

      I nodded and followed him. I could feel the tension between us. We had been doing the same dance for too long. Every sense was heightened. My skin felt too tight. His masculine smell and his voice were making me crazy.

      “Get a grip,” I muttered under my breath.

      He turned to look at me. “What?”

      My eyes widened when I realized I had actually said it aloud. “Nothing. I was talking to myself.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      Five minutes later, we were enjoying a light lunch. I watched people mill about the area. The massive space attracted locals and tourists of all ages. I needed to focus on them to keep my mind off Tyson. “Do you visit here every time you come?” I asked.

      “No. I stop in once in a while to see what’s new, but I don’t usually have the time.”

      I nodded. “Because you are always on the hunt for the next big thing.”

      “Yes. I try and make every trip count and will usually visit a number of my regular dealers before heading home.”

      “I see.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked, staring into my eyes.

      “I’m fine. Maybe a little jet-lagged.”

      “Why don’t we go back to the hotel and rest a bit before we go to dinner?” he suggested.

      As much as I was enjoying the sightseeing, I was exhausted. I blamed him. The tension between us was exhausting. It was difficult to keep it on the down-low. I was fighting an inner war and needed to keep what I was feeling subdued. If he got the idea I was lusting after him, it could make things awkward. I wanted to enjoy the trip without that weirdness between us.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea. Are there any more places or people you need to see while we are here?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. This is one Alec set up for me. Alec was supposed to be here, but he had something come up at the last minute. He is usually the guy everyone reaches out to. When they hear he is around, they reach out. Unfortunately, it’s just me and I will admit I have not made a lot of contacts.”

      “I’m sure people must know you and who you are,” I said.

      “Yes, but I am not quite as outgoing as Alec. He has a way of talking to people that I have not quite mastered.”

      I laughed. “He’s a schmoozer. He’s your public-relations man?”

      “Basically, yes,” he said with a laugh. “He gets the hookups and then calls me in when it’s time to make a deal. I guess I’m going to have to figure out how to be more personable or I’m not going to be getting anything new.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s quitting,” he said. The way he said it told me he was far more upset than he was letting on. “It’s just going to be me for a while.”

      “I’m sure there are plenty of people in the field who would love to work for you,” I told him. I was not one of them. I could not work for him. I wasn’t sure if that was what he was hinting at, but it wasn’t going to be me. I was not going to further complicate our situation.

      “I will start the hunt when I get back. He just told me a couple of days ago.”

      I felt bad for the guy. He was putting on a brave face, but I could see he was genuinely bummed about the idea of losing his buddy. We finished our lunch before checking out a few more buildings on the massive spread of property dedicated to the history of Israel. The car was waiting for us when we emerged from the building, ready to take us back to the hotel.

      “I’ll see you in a couple of hours,” he said as we stood in front of my door.

      “That works for me,” I answered. “I think I’ll take advantage of that beautiful soaking tub.”

      I saw a flash of heat in his eyes and felt a little better knowing I wasn’t the only one affected by whatever it was between us. “I’ll see you then,” he grunted and walked away.

      I fumbled with the card key and pushed the door open. I released the breath I had swallowed when he looked at me with pure, unadulterated desire. I dropped the key on the dresser and stopped when I saw a dress laid out on the bed. I turned to look around, a little confused about how it got there. I noticed the note lying on top of the royal-blue dress.

      I picked it up. “Thank you for your help this afternoon.”

      I didn’t have to wonder who it was from. I smiled and picked up the dress, walking to the mirror to hold it in front of me. It was made of a light fabric with open sleeves and a loose bodice. The dress fell mid-thigh and was pretty and flirty and perfect for a date night. The man had good taste. I couldn’t wait to wear it for him.

      First, I needed a luxurious soak in the tub before I put on anything that pretty. I laid the dress back on the bed and walked into the bathroom. I was still smiling. I felt pampered.

      I wanted to make sure I did the beautiful dress justice. It exposed plenty of skin, which I wanted silky smooth—just in case he touched me. I opened the basket of beauty products and dumped in the bubble bath before sinking into the fragrant water and letting my imagination run wild.
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      I straightened the jacket, running the lint brush over my shoulders before taking one last look in the mirror. I was looking forward to taking her out on a real date. In all the time I had known her, we had never done the date thing. We had done plenty of other stuff but not a date. I wanted to wine and dine her. I shouldn’t want that, but I did.

      I hoped she was ready. I was dying to see her in the dress. It had been one of those spur of the moment things. She wanted dinner and I wanted to take her out and show her a good time. I had sent a quick message to the concierge, and within an hour, I was sent several pictures of different dresses. The blue one spoke to me. It was perfect for her.

      I knocked on her door, feeling like a nervous teen on prom night. When she opened it, my breath whooshed from my lungs.

      “Hi,” she said with that smile that could make me hard in an instant.

      “Hi,” I managed to get out. “Wow.”

      She grinned. “I was just putting my earrings on.”

      “You look amazing,” I said.

      She did a little twirl, the skirt clinging to her thighs and the open sleeves floating around her as she moved. “Thank you for this. I don’t want to know how you knew my size, but this dress is gorgeous.”

      I nodded, counting to ten over and over to quiet my racing libido. “It’s perfect on you.”

      She walked into the bathroom and I found myself staring at her as she leaned forward to put on the little diamond-studded earrings. I was enthralled with her. She dropped her hands and turned to face me. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, my mouth suddenly very dry. I was actually feeling a little lightheaded. The blood from my brain flowed south. My throbbing cock was robbing my brain of oxygen. “Yes,” I whispered. “Good.”

      She smiled again and stepped out of the bathroom, brushing by me as she walked to the small table and grabbed her purse. Her perfume floated around me. I inhaled through my nose, pulling the scent deep into my soul. I caught her watching me and realized I probably looked like a total creep with my raging hard-on, my eyes closed, and what I imagined was a stupid grin on my face.

      I quickly pulled my shit together before I made a total ass of myself. “Ready?”

      “I am.”

      I moved out of the way and let her pass in front of me to go out the door. I took the opportunity to check out her ass in the skirt that lovingly clung to her perfectly round ass. I was going to be suffering from the worst case of blue balls in recorded history. Buying the dress for her might have been a mistake. It was torture to see her and not be able to touch her.

      We were seated at a quiet table away from the wrap-around bar where the majority of diners ate their dinners. I wasn’t interested in sharing my date with anyone. I wanted her all to myself. I ordered appetizers and a fine wine before settling in and focusing my attention on her.

      “I want you to do the talking tonight,” I told her.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t I always talk?”

      “I talk and you listen. I want to know more about you and your life. You know about me and what I do and what I love.”

      She smiled. “But you are so much more interesting than I am. You have this whole exciting life and I’m just boring old me.”

      “You are not boring. I know the parents are a sore subject, but are you still in touch with them?”

      She pulled a face. “I don’t not talk to them, but we are certainly not sitting down to any family dinners or spending the holidays together. They are there, in the same house, doing what they do.”

      I nodded, seeing the discomfort the subject caused her. I didn’t want to spoil the evening. “Didn’t you have a little sister?”

      She laughed. “Yes, we do. She’s not so little anymore. She’s thirteen.”

      “Wow. I can’t believe you have a little sister. Like really little.”

      “I do. Actually, she lives with me now.”

      I froze. “What? Really?”

      She took a long drink from her wineglass. I could tell there was a story behind the statement and hoped she would feel comfortable telling me.

      “Like I said, my parents are not good. Mom has hit the pills pretty hard and I suspect she has graduated to other drugs. Dad crawled into the bottle a long time ago. He spends his days drunk, drinking, or passed out. Patrick and I have tried to get them help. We have taken Hayden from them numerous times, but they also sober up for a minute and promise to get better. They have threatened to call the police and charge us with kidnapping if we kept her away from them. We didn’t want Hayden getting thrown into foster care, so we just kind of stepped back.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said for lack of anything better to say.

      “I went by the house a few weeks ago and I just had enough. I asked Hayden to pack a bag and I took her home. She doesn’t want to go back, and I won’t let her go back. I’ve let my parents know I will have their asses thrown in jail if they try anything. I think deep down they both realize they are not fit. I think they love Hayden, but they are both sick and cannot give her the love and attention she needs.”

      “Wow. That is a lot. Where is she now?”

      “She’s staying with my friend Carrie for now.”

      I slowly nodded. “And Patrick is on board with you taking in Hayden?”

      “Absolutely. He’s been helping out. We took her shopping and he stops by to have dinner with us when he can. She is a really good kid. I don’t know how she is so well adjusted, given what she has lived with her whole life. I’m just hoping I can help her and not mess up.”

      I smiled at her. “You are a good person. You are kind and generous and there is no way you could screw her up. Just be you and I’m sure it will all work out just fine.”

      She laughed. “I hope you are right. Most parents get to raise a kid from the ground up. They get practice and experience and they have a bond that will carry through the teenage years, which I’ve heard are the worst.”

      “You weren’t a terrible teen.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t a great teen either. My mother used to tell me I drove my father to drinking.”

      “No. Don’t ever take that blame. If anything, I would blame Patrick.” It was a joke, and thankfully, she took it as one. We both laughed. “Me and Patrick. We did get up to no good.”

      “Yes, you guys did, and you often dragged me into your delinquent behavior.”

      “Only because you wouldn’t leave us alone,” I shot back.

      She giggled. “I was curious. I wanted to be a bad girl.”

      “You could never be a bad girl.”

      “But I had fun trying.”

      Our appetizers were delivered. We each tried a sampling of the various foods before I needed to know more about her. I wanted to know every detail of her life. “How long have you lived in the Chestnut Hill area?”

      “Oh gosh, about four years. I was lucky enough to get my apartment before my building became one of the trendy places to live. I have a two bedroom right now, but I think if Hayden stays with me, I might look around for a townhouse or something with a little more room.”

      “If she stays with you?” I questioned.

      She shrugged. “I worry I might do something that will want to make her leave. I got her out of my parents’ clutches, but I worry she may fall in with the wrong crowd. I want her to stay with me, but I also know the reality is she might choose to go back. Patrick has also offered for her to stay with him.”

      “Why do you think you’ll do something?”

      “Because I’m a worrywart, it turns out. I’m probably nagging her to death. I’m supposed to be a big sister, not her mother. I don’t want to completely ruin our relationship by blurring those roles. If she gets pissed at me or thinks I am being too bossy, she might decide to leave, and what could I really say about it? It’s a very strange dynamic. I can’t ground her. I can’t punish her. Not that she needs that, but I’m sure there are going to be situations in the future. I’m rambling. I’m making no sense.”

      “Hey, you are making perfect sense,” I assured her. “You have a lot on your plate and you are the type of person who likes to be perfect.”

      “Exactly!” she exclaimed. “I’m hard on myself and I’m afraid I’m going to be too hard on her.”

      “You will guide her, and when you push too hard, she’ll tell you. I think you are worrying about something that might not ever happen. Like you said, she’s a good kid. She’s probably so grateful to be out of that house, she isn’t going to do anything to jeopardize her relationship with you. Don’t let her walk all over you but don’t be too hard.”

      She scoffed. “Easier said than done.”

      “You’re right and I’m really just talking out of my ass right now,” I said with a laugh.

      She giggled again, finishing her wine. I was happy she felt comfortable enough to finally tell me about her personal life. She had been holding back. I hoped that meant we were establishing a real friendship once again. We spent a long evening enjoying a fabulous dinner and probably drinking a little too much wine. I didn’t care. I could have sat at the table with her all night if the staff would have let me.

      We slowly walked through the lobby of the hotel, both of us putting off the end of our night. “I had a really good time tonight,” I told her as we rode up in the elevator.

      “Me too. I’m glad you’re back in my life.”

      “I’m glad to be back.”

      We walked down the hall, our separate room doors looming in front of us. I stopped in front of her door. We both looked at each other without saying a word. The invisible line was between us, keeping either of us from making a move.

      “I guess I will see you in the morning,” I said.

      Her gaze held mine. “Yes.”

      I stared at her for several seconds before I mustered up the energy to walk away. I left her standing in front of her door and quickly let myself into my room. I couldn’t do it. She was Patrick’s little sister. There was too much history between us. I didn’t want to open up old wounds that had scarred over. I didn’t want to find myself on the receiving end of Patrick’s wrath. He loved his little sister and he would never want her with a man like me.

      I respected Patrick too much to violate that code. I had to get it through my thick skull Mae was not for me. I could feel her desire. I knew she could feel mine as well. The sexual tension between us was ten times more than it had been all those years ago.

      Acting on that desire would lead to trouble.

      “Leave it alone, Tyson. Leave it alone.”
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      My shoulders sagged forward as I kicked off my shoes. I didn’t know what I was expecting. I told myself it was for the best. I wanted him too much, which made him far too dangerous. He didn’t want me. He wanted me but didn’t want me. I got it. We were from different worlds. He was a different man. He was Tyson Helms. I suspected he was a millionaire and had the world in his hands.

      I was Mae Kendell from the block. I could never be the jet-setting woman he would need in his life. I had responsibilities and people who depended on me. I couldn’t be upset that he didn’t even try to make a move. I couldn’t feel sad that he had walked away from me. Again. It was beginning to be a habit I detested.

      Feeling completely dissed, I walked into the bathroom and took off my earrings. I paused, looking at my reflection in the mirror before turning left and then right. I was almost thirty. I didn’t see any wrinkles, but it was only a matter of time. Life was passing me by. My twenties were almost behind me. In high school, I always assumed I would be married by this time. I would have a career and maybe even be starting a family.

      I couldn’t even get a man to kiss me goodnight.

      There was a soft knock on the door, startling me out of my downward spiral. I looked through the peephole and saw Tyson standing on the other side. He looked angry.

      I unlocked the door and pulled it open. “Tyson?” I questioned.

      He lunged, his hands reaching for my face and his mouth slamming over mine. He pushed his way inside, moving me back until I was up against the wall with his body pressed against mine. From somewhere far away, I heard the door close. His hands moved away from my face and roamed down my arms and then reached around and squeezed my ass. I groaned as he yanked me against him, grinding his erection against my belly.

      I reached up, running my hands through his hair before moving down over his broad shoulders. He was so much bigger than I remembered. I wanted to feel him, really feel him. When I felt his hands slide up my back, I pulled away from the wall, and with more willpower than I knew I had, I pulled my mouth from his. We both gasped at the loss of contact.

      I turned around, giving him my back and silently demanding he undo the dress. I wanted to be naked. I didn’t care about anything else in that moment but getting naked with him. It took less than a few seconds to get the dress undone. He pushed it forward while I wiggled out of it.

      When I turned back to face him, there was a brief moment of hesitation on his part. Then, his eyes dropped to my breasts barely covered in the sheer bra I had worn with the hopes of him seeing it. He sprang into action once again. It was a flurry of arms and hands pulling and tugging at clothing until we were both down to our underwear and breathing heavily.

      I caught a brief glimpse of the tattoo over his left pec before the man was on me again. He was ravenous. Or maybe it was me. I didn’t know and I didn’t care to dissect what was happening. My hands ran over the muscles in his back, squeezing and kneading as his mouth plundered mine.

      I was pushed up against the wall with the force of his body pushing against mine. His muscular chest slid over my breasts. The sheer material was no protection at all, but I wanted to feel his hot skin against mine. A second later, it was as if he’d read my mind, and my bra was whisked away.

      I moaned into his mouth at the touch of his hand against my breast. His hand dropped away and was replaced by his hot, wet mouth. I wrapped my arms around his head, pulling him against me while my head rested against the wall.

      He came up, one hand cupping my cheek as his blue eyes stared into mine with such fierce intensity, I nearly melted. “I’ve wanted this since I first laid eyes on you.”

      “Me too,” I whispered.

      He slowly shook his head. “No. You don’t understand. I want to fuck you until you are screaming my name. I want to ride you until we are both gasping for breath. I want to feel your body break open around me. I want to devour every inch of you.”

      His words, spoken in a harsh rasp, sent goosebumps spreading over my flesh. I was already wet and on the verge of a climax with just his kisses. I wasn’t sure I could survive a full onslaught of passion from him. “Okay,” I breathed. “Take me. Fuck me the way I need you to.”

      His eyes were piercing as he stared into my soul. He reached between my legs, palming my sex, and cursed under his breath. His mouth covered mine once again, his tongue pushing inside my mouth as he held me between my legs. I whimpered with pleasure, sinking into the wall. He pulled his hand away and tugged at my thong, pushing it down my legs.

      I bent my leg, using my foot to take off my panties while my hands worked his tight briefs down his legs. I reached for the jutting shaft, wrapping my hand around the thickness and giving him a good squeeze. He groaned into my mouth while his fingers slid over my folds. My body opened to him, desperate for his touch.

      “Yes,” I moaned the word as his finger slid inside me.

      “Fuck. Goddammit. You are so fucking wet. I want you. I need you.”

      My head bobbed up and down. “Take me. Oh god, please, hurry.”

      He reached around me, lifting me with one strong arm and carrying me to the bed. He unceremoniously dropped me on the bed. I bounced a couple of times while staring up into the face of the man that had captured my heart a long time ago.

      He stared down at me, his chest heaving as his eyes roamed over my body. I let him look. I encouraged him to look and took advantage of my position on the bed to study his body as well. I saw the tattoos, the muscles, and practically melted into the bed. The boy I knew was long gone. There was a man in his place. A powerful, sexy man that was looking at me like I was the main course at a dessert bar.

      I lifted my hand, inviting him to join me on the bed. He crawled over me, holding his weight off me before giving me a soft kiss that was the exact opposite of what he had been doing. I opened my legs and stroked my hands down his back. With a little nudge and some prodding, he managed to line up with my entry, and with a gentle push, he was inside me.

      I closed my eyes and tried to force my body to relax. I felt the resistance. I wanted him. “Don’t stop,” I whispered.

      He pushed in a little deeper, stopping when my body tried to resist the invasion. His mouth closed over mine, kissing me until my body gave him the welcome passage he needed to glide inside. My hands that had been sliding up and down his back froze. The sensation of being pinned to the bed with him seated fully inside me was overwhelming.

      “Good?” he grunted.

      Hearing his strained voice was the trigger that pushed me over the cliff I had been holding on to with white knuckles. I didn’t want to climax so early, but my body had other ideas. The entire day had been foreplay.

      “Holy shit,” he rasped. “Oh, fuck me.”

      I whimpered as the orgasm wrapped me up tightly. My muscles clenched and then released. He began to move, slowly at first until I dug my nails into the flesh on his back and demanded more. I wanted to feel his power pounding inside me. I wanted him to let go. He was ravenous when he walked through that door.

      “Harder!” I shouted when he began to slow his thrusts.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said with labored breathing.

      “You’re not hurting me. Do what you said you wanted to do. Take me!”

      He roared, stretching out his arms as he held himself off me. His hips rocketed back and forth, slamming himself deep inside me. I held on to his biceps, squeezing the muscles and relishing in the unbridled strength of the man.

      Watching him ride me was intoxicating. The passion mixed with the wine from dinner was a heady concoction. I was riding high on desire, and when I felt the tingle of another orgasm, I let myself go. I rode the wave, my arms dropping to the bed and clenching the blanket in my fists as he rode me through it.

      His body jerked, his face twisting in what looked like pain, but I knew it was sweet ecstasy. His body went completely stiff as he let out a long, low growl of pleasure. His cock jerked and spasmed inside me, pulsing as he rode out the orgasm.

      A second later, he collapsed on top of me, his mouth over mine once again. I wrapped my legs around his ass and my arms around his back, pulling him closer against me. He rolled to his side, throwing one arm across the bed and turning to look at me.

      I smiled. “There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      He laughed. “Fuck. I’m still seeing stars.”

      I giggled, feeling completely carefree and relaxed in the moment. “That’s impressive.”

      “You have no idea. My god, I’ve wanted that for so long.”

      I rolled to my side, propping my head up on my hand, and looked down at him. I reached out and trailed a finger over the chest I had been fantasizing about since we bumped into each other on the street. “You know it was yours for the taking,” I brazenly said.

      His gaze turned to mine. “But you know why I couldn’t.”

      “I do.”

      He reached up and pulled me down to him. I kissed him, languishing over his mouth as I took my time exploring every crevice. With the edge off, I could take my time to enjoy the man in my bed. After a long, languid kiss, I dropped my head to his shoulder.

      “This is crazy,” he whispered.

      “Stay with me,” I answered. “I want you in my bed.”

      “God, Mae. Do you know what you do to me?”

      My hand flattened against his chest. “I think I have an idea. You do the same to me.”

      “Let’s get under the blanket,” he said after he shuddered with a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature in the room.

      We both climbed off the bed. I pulled the blankets back and fluffed the pillows. When I turned around to see what he was doing, I saw him watching me with a smoldering look on his face. I was pretty sure I was going to be getting very little sleep that night.

      I didn’t mind one bit.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I woke with Mae asleep in my arms. The moment I realized I was in her bed, I closed my eyes and tried to force myself back to sleep. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to think about the consequences of my night with her.

      I smirked. I could feel the consequences of my night with her. My muscles were both completely relaxed and sore at the same time. Multiple orgasms tended to do that to a guy. She rocked my world. Holy shit, had it been good. It was better than I imagined it would be. Her body was so responsive to mine. I smiled, thinking about the many, many orgasms she’d enjoyed. She was going to be just as sore as I was.

      With my ego properly stroked, reality sank in. I had slept with Patrick’s little sister. It was something I told myself I wouldn’t do. I coached myself to ignore the temptation. When it became too much to ignore, I ran away. No one had that kind of self-control. The woman turned me inside out. She melted away all my willpower. She stripped me right down to the man at my core. The man that wanted her with every breath I took.

      The part of my brain that was rational was screaming at me. It was telling me I was a fool and it was time to flee. It was a little difficult to run away from the woman that had traveled across the world with me. I wasn’t about to abandon her in a foreign country.

      I could be strong. I could resist. I would not touch her again unless I got Patrick’s approval. I inwardly scoffed at the idea. Patrick would never want his sister with a guy like me. To be fair, I wasn’t the guy I was in school. I wasn’t trying to make my way through the cheerleading squad. I could be honest and faithful.

      I didn’t think he was going to be willing to listen to any of that. He was going to see red if and when he found out I had been lusting after his sister for years. Then again, maybe his protective nature could have diminished over the years. Maybe he would be cool with me and Mae dating.

      I looked down at her naked body pressed against mine. Dating? Maybe. Fucking like rabbits? Probably not so much. I very carefully pushed a chunk of silky blonde hair off her shoulder. I stared at the expanse of milky skin and remembered kissing that exact spot. I’d kissed many spots, but that little spot just below her ear was my favorite. It was the spot that drove her wild.

      If I continued to think about what it felt like to be inside her, I was going to start the day off with an act I would likely regret. I needed time to reflect. I needed to breathe in air that wasn’t filled with her scent. I needed to clear my head and figure out what the fuck I was going to do now that I’d crossed a line I could never step back over.

      I very carefully pulled my body out from under hers. I was hoping to make a clean getaway. I managed to get to the edge of the bed when I felt her hand touch my shoulder. “Are you leaving?” she asked in a sleepy voice.

      I turned back to look at her and was lost. “I was going to order some breakfast.”

      A slow smile spread over her face. “I am famished.”

      I chuckled, leaning down to drop a kiss on her cheek. “You burned a lot of calories last night.”

      “I think you burned a lot more than I did.” Her eyes were sparkling with mischief. It was completely irresistible. But I would resist.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told her.

      “Are you leaving?”

      “I was thinking about grabbing a shower.”

      She looked disappointed. “Are we going home today?”

      How could I deny her? “We can stay another day if you would like. I have no plans that require me to rush back. Do you need to get back?”

      “I can definitely stay another day.”

      I couldn’t get back into bed with her. Last night, I’d promised myself I would only take one night. “I’ll order breakfast and take a quick shower. Then, I have a surprise for you.”

      She grinned, sitting up and clutching the sheet to her chest. “You gave me lots of surprises. I’m not sure I can handle any more of them.”

      I got off the bed and walked naked to the bathroom to grab one of the complimentary robes. She was watching my every move. I could see the desire in her eyes. I needed to walk away. I could blame last night on the wine. There was nothing to excuse the way I felt about her right in that moment.

      “I’ll be back,” I told her. “Dress casual. We are going to be outside.”

      “See you soon.” She waved. I grabbed my pants from the floor and fished out my room key before snatching up the rest of my scattered clothing.

      I walked out, ignoring the look from the maid that had already started cleaning rooms. I opened the door to my room and dropped the clothes in a heap. I quickly ordered room service before moving to get into the shower.

      I let the water roll over my shoulders. I turned my face to the spray of the water, doing my best to ignore the regret that was weighing heavily on my shoulders. I was fighting a war within. Being with Mae felt right. It was hard to think it was wrong. Why was it wrong? I could make Patrick understand. If I couldn’t, did I really care?

      I wasn’t exactly swimming with friends. It wasn’t just the idea I would be losing a friend. It was the idea I was disrespecting him. He was a good guy. He had helped me out a lot back in the old days. I couldn’t repay him by screwing around with his little sister. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure where things were going with Mae. I didn’t want to be the guy that walked away after a month or two and left her heartbroken.

      “You are on thin ice,” I told myself.

      Tread lightly took on a whole new meaning. I got out of the shower and dressed in a pair of shorts and a loose shirt. I collected my things and left my room. I knocked on her door and waited. She opened the door with a towel wrapped around her.

      “I’m obviously a lot slower than you are,” she said with a laugh.

      “Take your time.”

      She looked at my attire. “You’re wearing shorts. Should I?”

      I shrugged. “If you have some, sure.”

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “I can’t talk to you when I know you are naked under that towel,” I told her, being completely honest.

      She giggled and, without warning, dropped the damn towel. I groaned, closing my eyes and telling myself I couldn’t touch. “Mae.”

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” she said and walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

      I blew out a breath and adjusted my erection. There was a knock on the door a few seconds later. I opened it and took the cart from the waiter after tipping him. I sipped the coffee and waited for Mae to emerge.

      She walked out of the bathroom in her bra and panties. I slapped a hand over my face. “Mae, you are killing me.”

      “I was going to wear jeans, but then you said shorts. I don’t have shorts in there. Sheesh. Down boy.”

      I watched as she rummaged through her suitcase with no real hurry. I had a feeling she was doing it on purpose. She looked up and caught me staring. Her coy smile confirmed my suspicions. “You’re playing with fire, woman,” I growled.

      She giggled and turned on her heel before strutting into the bathroom. I stared at her pert ass and knew I was hooked. I couldn’t imagine any scenario where I willingly walked away from her. It was another ten minutes before she came out of the bathroom looking beautiful as ever.

      We ate a quick breakfast before we were escorted to the beautiful Ein Gedi. I took her hand in mine as we walked onto the trail. “This is just absolutely gorgeous,” she exclaimed. “I’ve read about this place and I have seen pictures but seeing it in person is a million times better.”

      “I love the waterfall. I remember the first time I came here, and my mind just couldn’t understand how all this beauty could be in the desert.”

      “A real oasis,” she exclaimed. There was a scream up ahead, followed by laughter. “What is that about?” She looked a little nervous.

      “I would imagine that is the sound of crazy people cliff jumping,” I told her with a shake of my head.

      Her eyes widened. “No way! Seriously?”

      “Yes. It’s a thing.”

      “I want to see!” she cried out, practically dragging me up the trail.

      Sure enough, there was a group of young people waiting to take their turn. I couldn’t begin to understand why they would want to do something so dangerous and stupid. “Dumb,” I muttered under my breath when a young woman took her turn.

      Mae turned to me, her eyes wide. I shook my head. She grinned and nodded. “Oh yes. I am so doing it.”

      “Mae, that is crazy. And stupid.”

      She looked over the edge at the girl climbing out of the water. “She did just fine.”

      As if to prove me wrong, another young lady plunged into the water. “Mae, please don’t. You are going to give me heart failure.”

      “Live a little!”

      I watched as she took off her shoes and then her socks. “Mae, what are you doing?”

      She pulled off her sunglasses and stuck them in her shoes as well. She was going to do it. “Are you coming?” she asked.

      “Fuck no!” I said a little too loudly.

      She leaned up on her toes and gave me a kiss. “Please? It will be fun. It will be something new. When you are old and looking back at your life, this is going to be a moment you think back on with fondness.”

      “You’re assuming I will make it to old age. If I jump off that cliff, there is a good chance I won’t see old age.”

      She burst into a fit of laughter. “I’m going to do it. I would hate to die alone.”

      I groaned. “Your brother is going to kill me.”

      “Not if you are already dead,” she shot back as she moved to take her place in line.

      I couldn’t let her do it alone. I was probably going to regret it, but I found myself taking off my shoes. I had witnessed plenty of people take the plunge, and never once did I ever think it would be fun or a good idea. I joined her at the top. She took my hand in hers and gave it a good squeeze.

      “Are you really going to make me do this?” I asked.

      “I’m not going to make you do anything. You want to do this. You will never feel more alive than the moment you jump off that cliff.”

      I frowned at her. “How do you know? Have you done this before?”

      “Yep. In college. Like I said, I did a little living.”

      “Then let’s do this.”

      Thirty seconds later, I was sailing through the air and then splashing into the cold water below. When I resurfaced, I heard myself shout. Mae came up for air a second later. She swam toward me, throwing her arms around my neck and kissing me soundly.

      “Wasn’t that amazing?” she asked, slightly out of breath.

      I had to agree it was pretty damn good. “Yes.”

      We swam to the edge of the water and climbed out. “Want to go again?” she asked.

      I burst into laughter. “I don’t think I want to tempt fate. Once was good enough for me.”

      She looked so alive, so beautiful, so perfect as she bounced around. The jump was a rush. I felt good, amazing, and it was all because of her.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I was sad to be leaving Israel, even if I did look forward to seeing Hayden. Our time together was too short. In a different world, we could spend an entire week together. We weren’t in a different world. We were in a world that included responsibilities and the feelings of others that had to be considered.

      Patrick. He was thinking about Patrick. I sensed his hesitation. I was not going to live in my brother’s shadow forever. He did not get to dictate who I spent my life with. I was too damn old for that nonsense.

      I looked over at Tyson sitting on the far side of the backseat of the car. He was staring out the window, looking completely lost in thought. “Penny for your thoughts,” I said.

      He turned to look at me with a soft smile on his lips. “I don’t think they are worth even that.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. Good.”

      It didn’t seem good, but I wasn’t going to pester him. We boarded his jet, settling into the same seats we sat in on the flight over. Once we were in the air and things had mellowed out, I relaxed a little. I got to my feet and stretched my legs before moving to the couch. Tyson was still lost in thought, staring out the tiny window. There was nothing to see, which told me he was getting caught up in his own head.

      “Thank you for all this,” I told him, hoping to engage him in conversation.

      He looked at me and smiled. “You are welcome. Did you enjoy yourself?”

      I gave him a funny look. “You know I did.”

      “Good.”

      “This trip made me realize why I do what I do.”

      He got up and moved to sit on the sofa with me. “What do you mean?”

      I shrugged. “I love history. I love the old stories. I love the tangible evidence. I think I’ve always loved it, but I got caught up in the business of trying to make money. I let Patrick’s forced acceptance influence my own feelings.”

      “I certainly understand how you feel,” he said with a small laugh.

      “This trip has changed me. It’s inspired me. I want to talk to Patrick and suggest we make some changes. We’re going to be your competition.”

      He slowly nodded. I still sensed something was off. “After witnessing you in action, I think you are definitely going to be very stiff competition.”

      “Patrick took on the company because he was the oldest and he had the means to take it over. I was too young to understand what was happening to the business. I’m glad he stepped in and saved it, but he did it out of obligation. Even when we were younger, he showed no interest in helping out with the cataloging and photography.”

      “You did?”

      I nodded. “I spent the bulk of my summers working alongside my dad. I loved it when he would get shipments in. I would get up early and go to the shop with him. He would let me use the pry bar to open up the crates, which always made me feel important. It was like opening gifts on Christmas morning.”

      “You and your dad were close?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Yes and no. I think I kind of forced myself on him. He tolerated me. I don’t think he ever really thought of me as daddy’s little girl, but I wanted to be that girl. I wanted to do the daddy-daughter dances and spend time with him. I know I pestered him.”

      “You could not have been a pest. No way. I’m sure he enjoyed his time with you.”

      I slowly shook my head. “I don’t think he did. It never stopped me though. When I want something, I am not easily put off.”

      He chuckled. “That, I believe. You were always a stubborn thing.”

      “Hey, I’m not stubborn. I’m strong-willed.”

      “I’ll agree with that.”

      “When I look back at my childhood, I realize it was the business that made me happy. It’s in my blood. Maybe not as strong as you have it, but the business is more mine than Patrick’s. I know it’s his name on the deed, but it’s really mine.”

      He looked like he swallowed a pepper. “What do you mean?” he choked out.

      I wondered if he was genuinely concerned about me being his competition. I could never truly compete with him. He had endless funds and connections that I didn’t have. “I just mean that Patrick will still play a role in the business, but I am going to talk to him about trying to grow it a bit more. Not anything huge, but maybe an auction here and there.”

      He nodded. “I see. That sounds like a good plan.”

      “Do you want something to drink?” I asked him.

      “No thanks. I think I’m going to stretch out for a bit.”

      “Tyson, is there something wrong?”

      He got up from the couch and looked down at me. There was a sense of sadness about him. “No. I’m just tired. Jet lag. I’m just going to catch a quick nap. There are plenty of movies for you to choose from.”

      I nodded. I was clearly being disinvited from lying in bed with him. I tried not to be hurt by it. The moment we stepped foot on the plane, his mood had changed. I let him go and moved to grab the remote. I could entertain myself.

      It was the plane jerking my head forward that woke me up. I blinked several times and looked around. Tyson was sitting on the couch with his tablet in hand. He looked up at me and smiled. “We’ve just landed.”

      “Oh. How long have I been asleep?”

      He chuckled. “A few hours.”

      I looked down and realized there was a blanket on me and a pillow propped against my head. “You?”

      “You looked a little chilly. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. Are we back in Philadelphia?”

      “Yes, we are. The car will be waiting for us.”

      I waited until the jet stopped before I got to my feet. Tyson insisted on having his car take me home. “Thank you again for the trip,” I told him before getting out of the car.

      “I’ll take your bags up,” he said in a wooden tone.

      “You don’t have to,” I insisted. “I can manage.”

      “I’m going to do it,” he insisted, and I knew there was no arguing with him.

      We stood at my front door. “Well, thanks again.”

      “I’ll call you,” he said, looking at me as if he was committing my image to memory.

      I nodded, knowing he wasn’t really going to call me. I had to be okay with that. I was okay with that. We’d never talked about a relationship. I needed some time to figure things out and I wanted him to have the same time.

      He walked away. I sighed, feeling a little bummed. I quickly pushed away the melancholy and grabbed my car keys. I was anxious to see Hayden. She would be getting out of school soon. I wasn’t sure what time I would be home and told her to go to Carrie’s after school.

      “Hi!” I greeted Carrie when she opened the door.

      “You’re back!”

      I laughed. “I am. Is Hayden here yet?”

      “Nope.”

      “Good. Where’s Ben?”

      “He’s at his playdate.”

      I grinned. “Even better. I have adult talk.”

      She squealed, clapping her hands together. “I knew it! I want all the details.”

      She grabbed my hand and dragged me to the couch.

      “He is so handsome and kind and a total gentleman,” I said.

      She waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah, get to the good stuff. I’m a single, celibate mom. I need to live vicariously through you. What happened? Did you share a room?”

      “No. Not technically, but yes.”

      She pushed my shoulder. “I knew you had the hots for him.”

      “I’ve always had the hots for him,” I said with a laugh. “That was never a question.”

      “Does this mean you guys are a thing?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not? You like him and he obviously likes you. He whisked you away on his private jet. That’s kind of awesome.”

      “I think he is still worried about Patrick.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That is the dumbest thing I have heard in a long time. It isn’t like you are some naïve child making googly eyes at his friend. You are a grown woman and you have described Tyson as a good guy. Why wouldn’t he want you to be with him?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t think that he would have a problem with it. Patrick is different now.”

      She scoffed. “Not that different.”

      “Anyway, I’m not going to mention the situation with Tyson. Not yet.”

      “Good plan.” The door was pushed open, Hayden and Ben coming through.

      “You’re home!” Hayden shouted.

      Carrie got up to greet her son. She threw her arms around him as I gave Hayden a hug. “Did you have a good time?” Hayden asked.

      “I did. I had a great time. I got to see some cool things. One day, I would love to take you back there.”

      “I would like that,” Hayden said.

      “Did you pick up Ben?” I asked her.

      “His playdate just happens to live on the second floor,” Carrie explained.

      “And I am friends with Mark’s big sister,” Hayden answered.

      I looked from Hayden to Carrie. Clearly, Hayden had gotten along very well without me. “A friend?” I asked. “Who is this?”

      Hayden shrugged. “I know her at school. Monday, I rode the bus here with her. I didn’t even know she lived here.”

      “I know Mark’s mom from the Mommy and Me Program,” Carrie explained. “We all had pizza last night.”

      “That is awesome. I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “We have to come to Mark’s birthday party in two weeks,” Hayden exclaimed. “I’m going to get my stuff.”

      Ben followed her down the hall to the bedroom she was sharing with him. “She seems happy,” I said.

      “She is happy,” Carrie said. “Ben loves her. And she is an excellent babysitter. In another year, I think I might just have to start borrowing her. Maybe I can actually date again.”

      “I think you absolutely should,” I told her. “And Hayden would love to babysit. It will teach her some responsibility.”

      “You’ve done the right thing,” she whispered. “She’s a smart girl and very mature for her age. I’m glad you rescued her. She is too. We had a very in-depth conversation that first night. I hate what your parents did to her. It’s a miracle she isn’t wild.”

      I nodded. “I know. I hope I can keep her on the right path.”

      “You are already doing a million times better than your parents.”

      Hayden came back into the room. Ben was carrying one of her bags. “All right, we should go. Thank you, Carrie and Ben, for taking care of her.”

      “Can Hayden live with us?” Ben asked.

      Me and Carrie both burst into laughter. “I would be lonely,” I told him. “But I will make sure she comes to visit. Now that she has a friend in the building, I think she will be here a lot.”

      Hayden bent down to give Ben a hug. “I’ll miss you, buddy, but I’ll see you soon.”

      “Bye, Hayden,” he said with a wave.

      Hayden and I left, getting into my car. “Should we stop and get something for dinner?” I asked her.

      “If you are tired, I can just make some mac and cheese.”

      “I slept most of the way back,” I told her. “We need to get some groceries.”

      “Okay,” she answered.

      I looked over at her. She was a different girl than she had been a month ago. There was a new light about her. I was happy I was part of that change.
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      I was sitting at my desk in my office, going through a new list of recently uncovered artifacts in Rome. It always amazed me that there seemed to be an entire city underneath the earth we walked. When I was young and dumb, I kept thinking the antiquity business would be a losing field. People would grow tired of the old things that cluttered the shelves.

      They never did. In fact, my business had only grown with each passing year. There had been a renewed appreciation for the past. Everyone wanted to own a little piece of history and most of them were willing to pay a high price to get their hands on that history. It allowed me to grow wealthier while increasing my own collection.

      “Knock, knock,” I heard Alec’s voice call.

      I got up to greet him. “I wasn’t sure I would see you today.”

      He smiled and took a seat. “I figured I would pop in.”

      I laughed. “Does that mean you are popping out soon?”

      The look on his face told me that was exactly what it meant. “How was the trip?” he asked.

      I was happy to talk business. Anything except what I knew was coming. “Samuel was quite the character,” I told him.

      He laughed. “I’m afraid to ask what that means.”

      “It means he didn’t have what he claimed. Then, he tried to rob me blind.”

      “What? No way! Samuel has always been fair.”

      I shook my head. “Not this time. I was ready to walk away empty-handed, but Mae convinced him to take half of what he was asking.”

      “Mae?”

      “Mae Kendell,” I answered.

      He had a peculiar look on his face. “Kendell? Isn’t that the name I gave you?”

      “It is.”

      “I feel like I just walked in at the end of a movie. What did I miss?”

      “I know the Kendells. Very well actually. I went by their office to talk with Patrick and ran into his sister. I invited her to go along with me to Israel.”

      He slowly nodded. “I see.”

      I suddenly felt the need to explain myself. “They’re old friends.”

      He smiled. “Of course. The sister is a part of the business?”

      “Yes.”

      “And she negotiated a deal for you?”

      I grinned. “She couldn’t help herself.”

      “That should prove interesting.”

      “You have no idea,” I mumbled.

      “What all did you acquire?” he asked.

      I gave him a quick recap of the negotiated items. He was nodding with approval. “I was hoping for something different, but I guess I’ll have to take what I can for now. I did just get a new lead on a dig in Italy. I’m hoping it proves to be a good one.”

      “Did you get a chance to check out any of the other digs I sent you?”

      I smiled. “No. I chose to do a little sightseeing instead.”

      “Ah, with your lady.”

      “She isn’t my lady,” I told him.

      “But maybe she could be,” he said with a smile. “It would do you good to have a woman in your life. Although to think of you married with children is a little strange.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t see how that’s going to do me any good. More drama. I’m not good at remembering to call or remembering birthdays and other important dates. It’s best if I don’t drag a woman into that. Not to mention children. I’m good at making deals, not at building relationships.”

      “I think there are plenty of women who would love to be your lady,” he said. “You are being too hard on yourself. The right woman is out there, willing to show you how to be a good boyfriend or husband.”

      I curled my lip at the very thought. “No thanks. I’m good.”

      He laughed. “Don’t knock it until you try it.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re single. I’ve never known you to have a girlfriend.”

      “I had a girlfriend for several months last year,” he corrected.

      That was proof I was a shitty friend. I had no idea he had a girlfriend. “Oh, what happened?” I asked, even though I was about a year too late.

      He shrugged. “She was clingy.”

      I burst into laughter. “And yet you are lecturing me about getting a woman.”

      “I didn’t say I needed a woman.” He grinned. “I said you needed one.”

      “So, tell me about Seattle,” I said in an effort to change the subject away from my love life or lack of.

      He looked down at his hands in his lap before meeting my eyes. “I got the job.”

      “Congratulations.” The word sounded hollow. It wasn’t heartfelt and he knew it. “I’m sorry,” I quickly added. “I don’t mean to sound like an asshole.”

      “It’s okay. I can’t really expect you to be happy for me.”

      I shook my head. “No. I am. I know you want to be home and I get it. I am happy for you.”

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “That doesn’t mean I won’t try and convince you to stay,” I said with a laugh. “I could double your salary. Or would you prefer to have a share in the museum holdings?”

      He winced. “You pay me very well. That was never an issue. I love my job here and I love the travel it has afforded me, but it’s time for me to make a change.”

      I was an idiot to ask. “Okay. When?”

      “I can stay a couple of weeks if you need me to,” he offered. The tone of his voice and the look on his face told me he really didn’t want to. I didn’t want a man around that didn’t want to be there.

      “But you would like to go now,” I quietly said.

      “I can finish the week. I’ve already started organizing my files and contacts for you. It will make it a little easier for you. Although I’m sure you already have all the same information.”

      “No. Anything you can do to help would be great.”

      He sighed, looking at me. “Are you going to hire someone to replace me?”

      I shrugged. “I think I have to. I don’t want to. This is going to sound cheesy, but you are irreplaceable.”

      He laughed. “I think that’s a compliment.”

      “It is. I probably should have told you more often how much I valued your work. You have been a right-hand for so long, I’m not sure I will be able to function without you.”

      “I am positive you will do just fine. If you buy out this Kendell company, maybe you can hire your girlfriend who isn’t your girlfriend.”

      The idea terrified me. “I don’t think that would be a smart move. Mixing business with pleasure is dangerous at best. She would never want to work for me anyway.”

      “I can put out some feelers,” he offered. “Hire my own replacement.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t think I’m ready to do anything just yet. For now, I’m good. I’ve got that shipment coming in and have a few of my own leads.”

      He nodded. “All right. I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to work on reorganizing those files.”

      “Thanks,” I told him.

      Once he was gone, I let out a long sigh. It was going to be difficult to run the business without him. It wasn’t just the business that would miss him. I would miss him. I would miss our jokes and our conversations about relics. I would miss the heated debates we often had over an item’s dating. Alec was the only friend I had.

      I was sure we would promise to keep in touch, and he would say he would call and vice versa. We wouldn’t. Because we didn’t have a strong personal relationship, he would fade from my life. I tried not to think about what it would mean to be truly alone in the world.

      Thinking about being alone made me realize how much I wanted Mae in my life. After leaving her at her door, I had only called a couple of times. The conversations were brief and more of a checking in than anything really meaningful. I was afraid to have anything meaningful with her until I talked with Patrick. I wanted to feel him out and see if there was any chance he would approve of me dating his sister.

      I grabbed my phone and sent a quick text to Mae just to say hi and let her know I was thinking about her. It was a dangerous game. I wouldn’t say I was leading her on, but I was keeping the door open in case things worked out in my favor.

      My phone rang while I was still holding it in my hand. I looked at the number and saw it was Patrick. “Hello,” I answered.

      “Tyson, it’s Patrick Kendell.”

      “Hey, are you back in town?”

      “I am. I was wondering if you were still interested in discussing that little matter I spoke with your guy about.”

      This was my moment. I could tell him no, I didn’t want to buy the company. I knew Mae wanted it. She loved the company and saw it as her own. I didn’t think she would handle it well if I was the man who took it away from her. I wouldn’t have to worry about asking Patrick for his blessing to date her. She would tell me to take a flying leap.

      “I am,” I heard myself say.

      “Great. Does tomorrow work for you?”

      Again, my conscience reared up, trying to tell me to back away from the talks. “Yes, how about lunch?”

      “That works for me,” he agreed, and we quickly established a time and meeting place.

      I hung up the phone, feeling a little sick to my stomach. A text message came through as I held the phone in my hand. It was Mae. I opened the message that had a little bit of a flirty tone and smiled. I put the phone down, the smile fading.

      I knew Mae well enough to know she would not be happy to hear about her brother trying to sell the business. When she found out I was the one that was interested in buying it, she would lose her shit. Her words echoed through my head over and over. The business was the only real tie to her family that she had.

      I turned in my chair and looked at the email that popped up. It was from Alec with the title, Official Resignation. All good things had to come to an end. Mae would realize that. There was still the chance I could accept Patrick’s offer to merge his company with mine. That could possibly preserve the relationship between myself and Mae.

      I quickly dismissed that idea. Mae would never want to be my employee. It would be an insult to her. The business was her tie to a shitty relationship with her family. My business was all I had in the world. She had Patrick and Hayden. She would get over losing the business.

      I hoped. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her, but in my opinion, she was talented and knowledgeable in her field. She would find another job. A job that would pay her well and give her the chance to buy that house she was talking about. She would be able to support her sister.

      The more I thought about it, the more I rationalized my buying them out. It would be better for her, Patrick, and Hayden if they cut ties to their past and their parents. The last tie that bound them to their abusive parents was the business. I saw myself as doing them a favor by taking it off their hands.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed one of my fries and ran it through the pile of ketchup in the corner of my plate. I was absolutely starving and making a total pig of myself. Thankfully, it was just Carrie watching the horrible scene.

      “When was the last time you ate?” she asked.

      I laughed. “This morning, but I’ve been running full speed all day.”

      “You are running through that plate of food like a woman who hasn’t eaten in a week.”

      I wiped my mouth. “I’m sorry. You were telling me about Ben’s new school.”

      “Yes. I’m terrified. How can I send my baby away all day?”

      “Because he will be five and they say that’s when kids have to go to school. He will be with lots of other babies. You did it. I did it. Everyone does it.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I was thinking about keeping him home one more year. I don’t know if he’s ready.”

      “Woman, he’s ready. You are the one who isn’t ready. You have to cut that cord or at least lengthen it. Do you want him living in your basement one day? He’s a smart kid, and holding him back a year is only going to be a detriment to him.”

      She pouted. “But I’m going to miss him.”

      “I know you will, but you will see him when he gets out of school. Are you going to keep working from home?”

      She nodded. “I make good money. Plus, I will be there when he gets off the bus and I can volunteer in his class.”

      “There you have it. You’ll still get to hover over him. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

      My phone vibrated on the table. I snatched it and smiled when I saw the text from Tyson. I liked that we took a little step back.

      “You’re smiling. Is it your man again?”

      “Not my man, but it is Tyson,” I said without looking back as I typed out a quick response.

      “Are you going to go out with him? I thought you would have gone out with him this weekend. I was ready for Hayden to stay over.”

      I shook my head. “He didn’t ask, and I figured it was probably better if I stayed with Hayden since I was gone earlier in the week.”

      “Now who’s hovering? At least my kid is four. Your kid is old enough to drive almost.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not quite.”

      “Are you going to see him again soon?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. We have talked a few times and are taking things slow. I like that he is okay with a text here and there. I like that I don’t have to check in with him all day long. Do you remember that one guy I dated? He was such a pain in the ass. It was like babysitting a needy toddler.”

      She laughed. “Bryan. Yes, I do remember. He was ridiculous.”

      “Tyson is so damn perfect. It feels different with him because I already know him. We already have that bond from earlier. I don’t feel like I have to lie about anything. He knows my family and I told him about their recent downfall. He doesn’t judge.”

      She smiled. “I’m happy for you. I can’t wait to meet him.”

      I waggled a fry at her. “We are not there yet. We are not meeting friends and family.”

      “He’s already met your family and you said he doesn’t have any family,” she reminded me.

      “True, but for now, it’s just cute little texts that let me know I’m on his mind. That’s all I need for now.”

      “Until you need a little something else,” she said with a cheesy grin.

      I laughed. “It is going to be a little more difficult to have those little dates if you know what I mean. I can’t very well have him come by for a visit with Hayden in the next room. I don’t want her to think that’s okay. I have to be a good example, which means no hanky panky.”

      “She’s not being raised as a nun,” she pointed out. “Explain to her you are an adult and he is your boyfriend.”

      “If it gets to that point, then I will talk with her about it, but for now, I don’t think it’s a good idea to have booty calls with an impressionable thirteen-year-old girl watching my every move.”

      “Probably a good idea. Whenever you get a little hankering for a little dirty business, send her my way.”

      I laughed. “I will keep that in mind. Now, I have to eat and run. I have a meeting with a local museum owner that is interested in some of our stuff.”

      “Fraternizing with the enemy?” she questioned. “Your boyfriend might not like that.”

      “Not my boyfriend and I am still in the business of making money.”

      I grabbed another fry, left a twenty on the table, and dashed out of the restaurant. I was already late. I had just gotten in my car when I got another phone call. I grabbed it, checked the screen, and groaned with displeasure. It was my mother. I was dreading the conversation.

      I didn’t want to risk angering her. It would only come back on Hayden. For now, Patrick and I had agreed to do our best to keep the peace. We were pretending nothing happened and Hayden was just having an extended sleepover at my house. We didn’t want to rock the boat.

      I cleared my throat. “Hello?” I answered, trying to sound calm and professional.

      “Mae, is that you?”

      I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. She called my phone. Who the hell did she think was going to get on the phone? “Yes, it’s me.”

      “How are you?” she asked.

      That was strange. “I’m fine.”

      “How is Hayden?”

      “She’s good, Mom. She’s doing very well.”

      “I’ve changed,” she whispered. “I’ve realized my mistakes and I have changed. I’m better now. What you saw that day, it was a bad weekend. We don’t usually get that bad. It was just a rough couple of days, and we got a little carried away.”

      It was always the same story. “It was really bad, Mom. Really, really bad. The house was trashed. Dad was passed out cold and you were out of your mind.”

      She sobbed. “I know and I am so embarrassed by all of it. I’m not that person. I never let that happen. It just got away from me.”

      “I hope you can get some help,” I told her. “You and Dad both.”

      “We are!” she practically shouted. “We have talked about it and we both know we have to make some changes. We have made changes. We know what we did, and we are sorry for it. We’re ready to take our daughter back.”

      I blew out a breath. “That isn’t a good idea.”

      “We appreciate you watching out for her, but she needs to come home now.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “No, she isn’t going home.”

      “Mae, I think you forget who you’re talking to. I’m your mother and I’m Hayden’s mother. She is my daughter. I’m in charge here, not you.”

      I could feel the conversation going south. I wanted to try and hold on to the civility, but I felt it slipping away. I felt my anger growing and fought to keep it under control. “You need help.”

      “I just told you we have changed.”

      “No, Mom. This isn’t something that changes overnight or in a week. You need to get clean and get your shit together. You’ve done this before. You get right for a few days or weeks and then you fall off the wagon. Hayden needs stability and you cannot offer that. You will destroy her. If you love your daughter, you will leave her alone.”

      “You can’t do this!” she shouted.

      “I have done this, and I will do this. She’s not going home.”

      “I will call the police!”

      I sighed, exhausted with the whole drama. “Go ahead. No judge is going to let you keep Hayden. I will file to get full custody if you try anything. Get some help and leave her alone.”

      “This is not over. I will call my lawyer and I will sue you.”

      “Go ahead. You don’t seem to understand that you are an addict. Dad is an alcoholic. You are not fit to be human beings, let alone parents. You are selfish and unreasonable. Do not make this any worse than it has to be.”

      “Who do you think you are? She isn’t your child!”

      “No, she isn’t, but I will treat her better than you can. You are sick. You need help. Get some help and prove you can stay clean for more than a couple of weeks. If you can prove you have well and truly changed, maybe there is a chance you can have a relationship with your daughter. Both of them, if you want.”

      “You sure are high and mighty. What makes you think you are so much better than me?”

      “I’m not better than you. I’m sober. Hayden is safe with me. Let her be happy, Mom. Please. Give her a chance to have a normal life. She doesn’t need to see you high and drooling. She doesn’t need to see Dad passed out to the point it’s hard to tell if he’s even alive.”

      I hoped she would let the words sink in. I hoped she would dig deep and find that maternal instinct and realize I was right. “I’m calling the police. I’m going to tell your father right now. You have her bags packed and ready to go.”

      She ended the call. I stared at the phone in my hand, barely able to see the screen because my hand was shaking so badly. “Fuck,” I groaned.

      There was a very good chance she would follow through with her threat. If she did call the police, there was nothing I could do to stop them from taking her home. I knew my mother well enough to know she would clean up for the event. She would put on that fake smile and wear her outdated designer clothing and present herself as the perfect, upstanding mother. She would give the police a long line of bullshit about me, and Hayden would be the one to suffer.

      I pushed the button to call Patrick. He answered it on the third ring. “She’s going to call the police,” I blurted out.

      “What?”

      “Mom. She just called me. She said she’s calling the police. She wants Hayden back. Should I run? I could get a hotel for the night. Maybe I should drive to the Midwest and hide. What do I do?”

      I was panicking. I was absolutely freaking out. We had been through this before, but now that I had spent more time with Hayden, I understood just how bad the situation had been. I couldn’t let her go back. I would risk going to jail if it came to that. I would sell everything I had to pay for a lawyer.

      “Relax, don’t do anything just yet,” he said.

      “Patrick, she was serious, and she sounded sober! You know how mean she can get. You know she knows her shit when she can think straight. You take her and I’ll stay and answer to the police.”

      “Mae, we aren’t taking her anywhere. I’ll call Dad right now and get us a reprieve for a few days. You know she’ll be high again soon and she will forget all about Hayden.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. This time was different.”

      “I’ll handle it. Don’t do anything crazy. I’ve got a business meeting tomorrow. I’ll call you when I’m done, and we’ll figure out what to do next.”

      “But what if she calls the cops today?” I asked, unable to hide my panic.

      “I said I’ll handle it.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath. He did have more sway with them than I did. “Okay. Call me if anything changes. I’m serious, Patrick. I will cut and run.”

      “I know you will. Don’t. If it looks like shit is going to hit the fan, I’ll give you a heads-up.”

      “Thanks. I better get going. I’m so late for a meeting.”

      We ended the call. I took a few moments to regain my composure before I started the car and headed for the meeting.
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      I walked into the restaurant, my eyes scanning the seated diners as I looked for the face of my old friend. I was assuming I would be able to recognize him, but maybe not. Mae hadn’t recognized me right away. I would have known it was her from a hundred feet away.

      “Are you looking for someone?” a young woman asked.

      I smiled. “Kendell.”

      She checked her tablet and then looked at me again. “Right this way.”

      I followed her to a table on the far side of the room. Patrick looked up from his phone and smiled as he got to his feet. “Tyson,” he said and shook my hand before pulling me in for a bearhug.

      “Damn, you haven’t aged a bit,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “You’re full of shit.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” the hostess asked.

      “A Coke please.”

      She smiled and drifted away. I noticed Patrick watching her and shook my head. Some things never did change. He caught me looking and grinned. “She’s cute,” he reasoned.

      I shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “So, how have you been? I have to say I was shocked to find out you are the man behind the curtain.”

      I chuckled. “I’ve been good. I like to stay behind the curtain as you say. Alec, the guy you spoke with, he’s more of the people person. He does all the public stuff.”

      “You never were much of a social butterfly.”

      “I think I have only become more reclusive.”

      “Are you married? Divorced? Kids?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. You?”

      “Hell no. I don’t have the time, which is why I reached out to Alec. I don’t want to be a one-man show anymore. I’m hoping to have a bigger team to help manage inventory and do a little advertising.”

      I debated how to move forward with the conversation. Did I tell him me and Mae had talked extensively about the business? Last night, Mae said she had yet to tell him about our trip, but he did know we had talked. I decided to wade into the matter very slowly.

      “One-man show?” I questioned. “What about Mae? She told me she handled a lot of the PR stuff and handled some of the inventory.”

      Patrick nodded. “She does, but again, it’s just the two of us. After talking with you, she has some big plans to increase business. I don’t want to increase it if it is just the two of us.”

      “Does she know you want a merger?”

      “No!” he said too quickly. “Mae is a little old school. She likes the idea of a family business. I thought I did too, but I’m getting older. I want a life. I’ve spent the bulk of my life surrounded by dirt and dust. I want to live.”

      “Do you do a lot of traveling?” I questioned.

      He shrugged. “I do, but honestly, it isn’t my thing. I would love to have a house and a boat and spend my days fishing or on the golf course. I know I’m a long way from retirement, but shit, I’ve been putting in eighty-hour weeks for too damn long.”

      His confession put me in a better position to buy, but buying would not be what Mae would want. “I understand. Life should be enjoyed.”

      He waved a hand. “Let’s talk business in a minute. I want to catch up with you. It’s been a long time. Are you living in Philadelphia?”

      “I am,” I answered. “I have a house in the area.”

      “I’ve done some research on your company,” he said. “That was before I realized it was you at the helm. You’ve done very well for yourself. I thought you were going to go off and play pro football or something.”

      I laughed. “Fuck no. I don’t appreciate getting my head bashed in on a daily basis. I used to tell the girls that because that’s what they wanted to hear, but no. I had a scholarship to Penn State, but it wasn’t for football.”

      “You got a scholarship?”

      “I did. Got a business degree and an archeological sciences degree. I wasn’t sure I was going to come back to Philly, but I couldn’t stay away. I bought a few antiques and turned around and sold them. I did that until I had amassed a small fortune. I opened the first museum and it just kind of snowballed.”

      “I know what you mean about not being able to stay away. There is something about our fair city that keeps you here. I never left, so I can’t say I ever really got the chance to miss the place, but I thought about it. Mae got out for a bit but she’s right back here.”

      “You don’t sound happy that she’s in Philly.”

      “I wanted her to escape. I hoped she would go out and make a life for herself far away from our parents.”

      I nodded with understanding. “She didn’t want to leave the family or the business.”

      He scoffed, a disgusted look on his face. “She’s going to be a spinster if I don’t get her out of that dusty old business. I hate that she is wasting her life away. She should be married and have a family of her own.”

      I smiled. “You spent the better part of your life keeping guys away from your sister and now you are upset she’s single? Do you remember how many guys you threatened and beat the hell out of for looking at her?”

      He shrugged. “That was then. She needs a man. She needs someone to look out for her. She’s not the same naïve little girl she was back then. Guys are dicks. You know that. They look at her and think of only one thing.”

      I had been one of those guys and now I was that man. I thought of more than one thing, but it was the one thing he was speaking of that dominated my thoughts. The way he was talking concerned me. “You sound like you are getting ready to set sail?” I questioned. “Are you planning on leaving?”

      He blew out a breath and shook his head. “I don’t know if I’m going anywhere but I’m tired. I want to be free and that means I need Mae and Hayden taken care of.”

      I grimaced. “Mae told me about Hayden. That’s a shitty deal but that kid is lucky she has you and Mae in her life.”

      “It’s ugly. Really ugly and it’s about to get uglier. We need to be in a better position to fight for custody. I’m not fit to raise a teenager. Mae is, but she works a lot. I want to make sure she can take a step back and prove to the courts she is the better choice.”

      I wanted to ask what happened, but I didn’t want to appear too interested. I was being a little deceptive. “I see.”

      A waitress appeared at the table, thankfully stopping the trajectory of the conversation. It was getting a little too personal. I wanted to keep things at arm’s length until we got the business settled.

      “Have you had a chance to review the information I sent to Alec about our business?” he asked.

      “I have reviewed it.”

      He put down his drink and looked me in the eye. “I know that look. You don’t like it.”

      I let out a long breath. “I think you have plenty of inventory and I could absorb it into the company, but I’m not particularly interested in a merger. I don’t really do that.”

      “What are you interested in?”

      “I would be willing to offer you a sizeable sum to buy the business and all your inventory.”

      He leaned back in his chair. I could see I had put him off a bit. That wasn’t my intention. I was prepared to explain it from a business side of things. I knew I could make him understand why a buyout was better than a merger. It would be a lot less paperwork and there wouldn’t be the chance of stepping on toes and trying to merge books.

      “You want to buy the family business?” he asked. “I would have nothing more to do with it. It would be all yours?”

      “Yes. I would pay enough money that would allow you and Mae a comfortable lifestyle. You will not need to work for the rest of your lives. You could buy that boat and fish all day, every day if you so choose.”

      The look on his face was not promising. “Mae would be pissed if I did that. She’s going to be pissed when she finds out I reached out about a merger. I didn’t think about selling. I was more interested in a merger that would allow Mae to keep her job if she wanted it.”

      “Wouldn’t she see it as a way to move on with her life? She could take care of Hayden and have enough money to send her to school. She could get a job at a firm or working for a large corporation.” I remembered what she had said about the job she’d passed up to go to work for the family business. I wanted her to be happy.

      Patrick shook his head. “She wouldn’t see it like that. Money doesn’t really matter a whole hell of a lot to her. She’s loyal to our parents for whatever stupid reason. She is loyal to the business. She would spend the rest of her days in that hole if I let her.”

      “Are you looking out for you or are you looking out for the best interest of your family?” I questioned.

      “Both. We work too much. With this Hayden thing, it’s important we stick together and make decisions that will help our situation instead of hurt it.”

      “Would she be more comfortable if she knew the business would be going to me? We have spent some time together and she knows how much I care about my own business.”

      He laughed. “Beats the hell out of me.”

      “I would be more than happy to talk to her about it and ease her mind,” I offered.

      He shook his head. “That’s not a good idea. This is on me. Ultimately, this is my decision. My name is on the deed.”

      I inwardly winced. I knew how she felt about that. “Mae isn’t exactly a shrinking violet. If she wants to keep this business, she’s going to put up a fight.”

      “Yes, but then again, it’s my business.”

      I thought about withdrawing my offer. It would save my relationship with Mae. Saving my relationship with Mae would only end up with Patrick moving on to the next willing buyer. No one else would pay as much as I would. She would lose her precious business and would be furious with her brother without the benefit of having enough money to support herself.

      I reached into my inside pocket and pulled out a pen. I grabbed a napkin and wrote down a number before sliding it across the table. He picked it up and looked at it. He kept his poker face, not revealing if he was thrilled or insulted. There was no way he could be insulted. The business wasn’t worth anywhere near what I was offering. He would be a fool to turn it down, but sometimes, a man’s principles made him do foolish things.

      I was quiet as I waited for his answer. I could see him warring with his decision and I was not confident he was going to agree to my terms.
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      I was freaking out. I was a nervous wreck. I considered keeping Hayden home from school out of fear the police would pick her up when she least expected it. I chose not to tell her about our mother’s phone call. There was no reason to stress her out. Patrick sounded convincing and I was trusting him to do whatever it was he did to make it better.

      It wasn’t until two hours ago he told me he was meeting Tyson for lunch. That only added to my anxiety. I wasn’t sure how much Tyson was going to tell my big, way overprotective brother. I was a little pissed Tyson didn’t mention the lunch date but that was a matter to deal with later. For now, I was pacing a hole in my throw rug.

      I thought about texting Patrick to see how it was going. Then I thought about texting Tyson. I reminded myself we weren’t in the dark ages. My brother didn’t get to sell me for a goat. I was a woman perfectly capable of deciding who I wanted to date whether they were his friend or not.

      Just when I thought I would absolutely lose my mind, I heard the knock on my front door. I practically jumped over my couch in my rush to answer it. “Finally!” I exclaimed when I saw Patrick on the other side of the door. “What the hell? Why do I have to wait until after you eat lunch with Tyson before you can tell me what we are going to do about Mom and Dad?”

      He smiled. “Nice to see you too. How have you been while I’ve been out of town for two weeks?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Did you talk to them?”

      I closed the door behind him and followed him into the living room. He sat down, crossing his leg to rest his ankle on his knee. His arms stretched out across the back of the sofa. He was acting like everything was fine. He was way too calm and comfortable for my tastes.

      “Talk to who?” he asked.

      I threw one of my pretty throw pillows at him. He caught it and laughed.

      “You know who! Mom and Dad. Are they going to call the police? Did they already call them? Do I need a lawyer?”

      “Sit down. You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      I flopped down in my chair and glared at him. “This isn’t funny, and if you don’t start talking very soon, I’m going to make you very uncomfortable.”

      “You’re violent when you’re stressed,” he teased.

      I hopped up from my chair. “That’s it. I’m getting my butcher knife.”

      He laughed, which only served to piss me off more. “Sit down, you freak. There is nothing to worry about.”

      I turned around, a hand on my hip as I shot him with my deadliest death glare. “Nothing to worry about? Seriously? I kidnapped a child, Patrick. I could go to jail. You better believe I will throw you under the bus. I will tell them you put me up to it. I will not go down alone.”

      “No one is going down. You don’t have to worry about Mom bothering you anymore.”

      I closed my eyes, praying for patience before taking a seat in my chair again. I felt moderately better, but I still needed details. “You explained to her she could be the one to go to jail? I looked up the child-endangerment laws. We could so get them both for that.”

      “You’re right. We could. She knows that. She’s not going to be bothering you.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I don’t think I slept at all last night.”

      “You’re welcome. I won’t let her get her hands on Hayden again. Never again.”

      I nodded, and now with the most pressing matter resolved, I could freak out about the other situation. “Did you and Tyson have a nice lunch?” I asked.

      “We did. You didn’t tell me you went to fucking Israel with him. You guys certainly got friendly in a hurry.”

      I winced at the comment. I was pretty sure Tyson didn’t tell him about us. If he had, Patrick would not be handling it this well. I would play along with the friends things. “It was a great opportunity to learn from someone who knows what he is doing. And I got to leave the country for the first time in my life. I think I might want to do a lot more traveling. Although I don’t think I can afford a private jet, and after flying in one, I don’t know if I could ever do commercial again.”

      He released a nervous laugh. “I’m glad you got to go. You deserve to get away.”

      “Thank you. What else did you guys talk about?”

      He shrugged. “We caught up a little. It was nice. Can you believe he’s a fucking billionaire?”

      “Billionaire?” I asked with genuine shock. “I had no idea.”

      He nodded. “Yep. I wished I would have followed his lead and gone to school. I truly never thought he would be the guy that would be the most successful out of all of us.”

      “He did very well for himself and he is still nice. And humble. I didn’t know he was that rich. He doesn’t act like it. Do you think you will remain friends now that you have reconnected?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good.”

      He dropped his arm and leaned forward. “Tyson didn’t just stumble upon me,” he started.

      “No?”

      He slowly shook his head. “No. I called him. Well, I called his company and talked with someone who put me in touch with Tyson. I didn’t realize he was the owner of the company.”

      “Me either.”

      He looked nervous, which was a switch in our moods. “We don’t have to worry about Mom anymore.”

      I nodded. “You said that.”

      “We don’t have to worry about her because I made a deal with Tyson.”

      I groaned. “Oh my god, you asked him for money? Patrick! Why would you do that?”

      “I didn’t ask him for money,” he said.

      “Please don’t tell me he is offering money out of pity?” I groaned. “How embarrassing is that? I’m not taking his money. I will take out a loan and max out my cards before I take pity money.”

      “It isn’t pity money.”

      I waited. Obviously, there was more to the story. He looked like he was chewing glass. “Patrick, what’s on your mind?”

      “He’s buying the company,” he said in a voice so low, I had to lean forward to hear him.

      “He’s buying what company?” I asked. There was no way he would have sold the company. Our family business.

      “I sold him the business, Mae. It’s a good move. He paid more than what it’s worth. We don’t have to worry about money anymore.”

      I got up and turned my back to him. I couldn’t look at him. I was shaking with anger. And hurt. “Please tell me you’re joking,” I whispered without looking at him.

      “I’m not. This is a good move. We need money to fight Mom and Dad. We can use the money to make sure Hayden has everything she needs. We can take time to enjoy life. You and I won’t have to work all the time.”

      I spun around. “How could you do that? How could you sell our family business?”

      “Because it’s more of a burden than anything else.”

      “It’s our family business,” I reiterated. “My whole life is in that business. I don’t understand why you wouldn’t talk to me about this first. I could have found a way to buy it from you. I don’t think it was really yours to sell.”

      “It was mine to sell,” he said angrily.

      “No! It wasn’t! I have poured just as much time and energy into it as you have. I love it. I love my work. I was just getting ready to take it up a notch and you rip it out from underneath me?”

      He came toward me. I stepped back and held out my hand, warning him to stop.

      “Mae, this is for the best.”

      “Don’t tell me that,” I said. “Don’t try to tell me what is best for me. You’ve been trying to do this since I was five. You don’t get to make all my decisions. I’m old enough to know what I want. And who I want, for that matter.”

      “You’re angry,” he said. “I expected that. Take a few days to calm down.”

      I stared at him. “Are you seriously telling me to calm the fuck down? What am I supposed to do? Do I go to work tomorrow? Do I call the people I was arranging a deal with? I don’t know where this leaves me. I’m lost. You just pulled the rug out from underneath me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have talked to you. It’s done now. I’ll come by in a few days to give you some money.”

      “I don’t want your fucking money,” I seethed. “Do me a favor and pick up Hayden from school. There is something I need to do.”

      “Mae, don’t do anything rash,” he said.

      “Oh, you mean like sell the family business without consulting anyone? Is that rash? No, because you did that and only you get to make those kinds of wild decisions.”

      “You are freaking out over nothing,” he said with a scowl.

      “It’s something to me, Patrick. You can’t see that, but you’ve cut me pretty deep.”

      He dropped his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      “I’ll pick up Hayden.”

      “Bring her back around seven,” I ordered. “I’ll be done by then.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “None of your damn business. Nothing I do is your business anymore.”

      “I’ll bring Hayden by later and I’ll transfer the money to your account as soon as I get it,” he said.

      “Keep your fucking money!” I shouted. “Now get the fuck out of my apartment!”

      He turned and walked out. I ran my hands through my hair. I wanted to cry and rage at the same time. I couldn’t believe my own brother, my champion, had gone behind my back and done something so horrible. As if Patrick’s role in the situation wasn’t bad enough, Tyson was involved. Tyson had sat there and listened to me talk about how much I loved my family business. He listened to me talk about what it meant to me and my relationship with my father.

      I felt betrayed. The man I had fallen for all over again had screwed me over. He’d used me to get information about the company and I had been so fucking stupid to give it to him. I wasn’t going to let him get away with it. I wanted to look him in the eyes when he told me what he did.

      I wanted him to know exactly what I thought about his sneaky behavior. I was going to let him know in no uncertain terms that we would never fuck again. I never wanted to see the man again. After I told him to fuck off.

      I wiped the tears I felt clinging to my face. I wouldn’t let him see me cry. I wouldn’t let him know how badly he hurt me. I grabbed my keys and walked out of the apartment. I was still in shock. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I never realized how my life revolved around the business. With it gone, I was feeling more than a little lost.

      Lost and betrayed and so alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I checked the time. I was running a few minutes late for my meeting. Alec was already gone. Things had happened fast and he flew out yesterday for an emergency meeting with his new employer. I felt like I had been tossed in the deep end of the pool and was struggling to get myself to a position where I could just tread water.

      The morning had been filled with phone calls and a meeting with my lawyer and accountant. It was all on me now. I was trying to juggle the financial side of the business as well as secure first dibs on a couple of digs that looked very promising. I was struggling to be everywhere at once and failing miserably.

      “Janet?” I said the name of the woman I was supposed to be meeting at the museum.

      A woman with short black hair cut in a sleek bob and wearing far too much makeup smiled at me from her spot on the couch in the seating area. She was wearing a chic business suit with a skirt that was tight and short. I had a feeling she was the kind of woman who used her looks to get people, men more like it, to spill their guts.

      “That’s me,” she said as she got to her feet. Her lips were slicked with bright red lipstick that matched the manicure on her hand that was now extended toward me.

      I shook it. “I’m sorry I’m late. I got held up at the office.”

      “It’s no problem. I’ve been enjoying the museum. It’s so relaxing in here. The music is different.”

      I smiled. “It’s what historians believe would have been the music of the time in the ancient Egyptian world.”

      “You’re setting the mood,” she said.

      I shrugged. “I want visitors to feel like they are in those days. I want the experience to be immersive.”

      She smiled. “Is that why I smell what I think is myrrh?”

      The woman knew her stuff. “It’s a combination of frankincense and myrrh. When we get to the kitchen portion of the museum, you will pick up on notes of cinnamon, onion, and garlic.”

      “And I bet the baths are rose and lavender?” she asked with a coy smile.

      I nodded. “Yes. We even have a display of ancient medicines that included herbs and remedies.”

      “You’ve created your own little Egyptian world in here,” she commented.

      “That was the goal,” I answered. I tried to remember she was a reporter. Everything I said was fodder for the article she was writing about the museum.

      “I’d love a personal tour.”

      The woman was openly flirting to the point I was more than a little uncomfortable. This was the kind of thing Alec normally handled. This was not my thing at all.

      “We’ll start here,” I said as I led the way to the free brochures we provided our visitors. “This includes a map of the various exhibits and gives a little more background about what a visitor can expect to see.”

      I began the tour, stopping and explaining various displays. “Why do you think your museum is better than the others in the country?” she asked.

      I raised my eyebrows, looking at her with suspicion. “I don’t believe I said that.”

      “But you imply it in the wording of this brochure,” she said, waving it for me.

      “We offer our visitors a unique experience with an immersive approach to learning about the time periods we focus on. Every single piece in my museum is authenticated by myself or a trusted partner. I am always adding new displays to keep the museum fresh and exciting. You could come in April, and by August, there will be new things to capture your attention. I love to stay on top of current digs happening all around the world. I have developed good relationships with many of the people who fund archeological digs and often get first pick. I visit the sites to ensure what I am buying is the real thing.”

      She jotted something down on her notepad. I quickly reviewed what I said and didn’t see anything wrong with it being quoted. “Are you implying other museums are displaying fake artifacts?”

      My mouth dropped open. “What? No? Why the hell would you say that?”

      Her dark, sculpted brows quirked upward, and I knew I said the exact wrong thing. “It sounded like you were suggesting your stuff is real and the other museums presented fakes. Are you saying you are more qualified than the other curators? Has there been issues in the past? Are the other museums passing off replicas as the real thing?”

      I frowned at her. “Miss—” I couldn’t remember her name.

      “Janet,” she said with that sneaky smile. “Please, call me Janet.”

      “Janet, I’m very sorry your skills as a journalist have burdened you with what is very much a fluff piece that will be stuffed into the back of your publication. This story is not going to win you fame, fortune, or a Pulitzer. It’s about letting people know we are here and to give them something to do with the kids this weekend. That’s it. Nothing exciting. Trying to instigate drama where there is none to be found is not going to make the piece any more interesting. Museums and history are not the place to find your front-page gossip.”

      Her eyes flashed anger, and while I knew I was going to regret insulting the woman, I didn’t care. I didn’t have time to deal with nonsense and fluff. Alec was the one who agreed to do the fucking interview, not me. I should have canceled. I wasn’t interested in smiling and saying all the right things to earn me a good review.

      As if my day wasn’t already going to hell in a handbasket, the sound of heels clopping across the floor in a direct beeline for me told me it was about to get a lot worse. I watched, much like watching a speeding train heading for a washed-out bridge. I couldn’t move. I knew it was going to be bad, and I knew the smart thing to do was take cover, but Mae was the equivalent of a heat-seeking missile. I had managed to avoid her for two days, but not anymore.

      “Mae,” I said, looking at the reporter who I had just thoroughly pissed off, and Mae, the woman I had pissed off two days earlier. To say I was between a rock and a hard place was an understatement.

      “Don’t Mae me,” she snapped, coming to a halt in front of me with Janet hanging on every word.

      “It’s your name,” I shot back against my better judgment. “Why don’t we go into my office?” I suggested in a much calmer tone.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she seethed.

      I leaned back as if I could put some distance between her harsh words and myself. “Please, my office.”

      “Oh no,” she said, wagging her finger at me. “We do this right here. Everyone should know what kind of man you are. I am not going to sit down and be quiet while you destroy everything me and my family have worked for just because you have a bigger bank account.”

      I glanced over at Janet, who was eating it up. Her pen was poised over her notepad, ready to write it all down. “I think this would be better discussed in my office,” I said again and reached to grab her arm.

      She made a big show of yanking her arm away. “Don’t touch me!”

      I looked around and noticed people watching. “Mae, please. Can we talk about this in my office? I would be happy to explain the situation.”

      “I don’t need you to explain how you swooped in and took what you wanted because you could. I don’t need you to explain the fact you use your wealth as a weapon.”

      I had a feeling defending myself would only make matters worse. I would say the wrong thing and dig myself into a deeper hole. She was furious. The voicemails and angry text messages that had been coming at me for the last couple of days were evidence of that fact. I cleared my throat and tried to remain calm. “Why don’t we go outside? I would like to talk to you about this and address all your concerns.”

      Her eyes narrowed to small slits and there was a real concern there would be some kind of lasers shooting out and slicing me in two. “You are a real class act, Tyson Helms,” she seethed. “You took the only thing that mattered to me. You took it away because you could, because you have more money than God and you think that gives you the right to take whatever you want.”

      “That is not what happened,” I said in a low voice. I could hear Janet’s pen scratching across the paper.

      “It was the only thing that was truly mine and you took it away. You are an asshole. You are a selfish prick who is all about the money and making himself richer without thinking twice about how it might affect anyone else. You see something you want and you throw money at it. Fuck anyone that gets in your way—literally.”

      I sucked in a breath. Things were very quickly spiraling out of control. “I would be happy to talk about this later or in private.” I kept my voice calm. I refused to feed into the story I knew Janet was already concocting in her head.

      “Oh, I’m sure you would like to talk in private,” she snapped. “You don’t want anyone to know what kind of snake you really are. You pretend to be this nice guy, gentle and kind, but I know what you are really like. I know what you are willing to do to get what you want. I’m not going to let you get away with this. You better believe I’m going to make sure you never forget the woman you robbed blind.”

      “Why don’t you call me and we will set up a time to discuss this?” I asked, refusing to argue with her about something so personal and so completely inaccurate.

      Mae smiled and it reminded me of a pit viper preparing to strike. Janet stepped back but never let go of her pen.

      “Oh, I’m sure you will be seeing me again,” Mae said, actually hissing, really playing up the viper reference.

      I watched as she turned on her heel and strolled out of the museum without looking back even once. I stared after her. I wanted to go to her and ask her to let me explain.

      “And she was?” Janet asked in a saccharine-sweet voice.

      I turned to look at the woman who was definitely very pleased with her fluff piece. She was bouncing the pen on the pad, eagerly waiting for more juicy information.

      “I’ll show you the kitchen exhibit,” I said and led the way.

      She trailed after me. “Would you like to make an official statement about what that woman just accused you of?”

      “I would like to show you the new pot we recently acquired. We estimate it to be more than two thousand years old.”

      Janet laughed. The sound sent a chill of dread down my spine. I was doing my best to keep Janet focused but it was too late. I was fucked. I could only imagine the story she was going to put together. If only Alec were still around.

      I was going to blame him for all the bullshit. It was his fault I fucked myself. Yes, I knew how ridiculous it sounded. I glanced over my shoulder, checking to see if there was any chance Mae had come back for round two. With the way Janet was leering, I almost expected to see a mob come after me when I rounded the corner.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I only felt a little guilty about my performance yesterday. I wasn’t one to make a spectacle of myself but the man had provoked me. He made me crazy. He pissed me off and hurt me at the same time. I was a wounded animal lashing out.

      It had taken me two days just to get my head around what happened, and when I finally let it all sink in, my hurt turned into red-hot anger. I knew what I was doing when I unleashed my wrath on him in public. I knew it would cut him like he had cut me. The man was a closed book and led a life of mystery. No one knew him. Few people even knew he was the owner. I wanted to shine a bright light on who he was. I wanted the world to see the quiet, reserved man was really a snake in the grass.

      In hindsight, my behavior might have been a teensy-weensy bit over the top. I wasn’t going to regret it. I had plenty of other regrets to worry about. A moment of anger in a public setting was really the least of my regrets. My regrets extended far deeper.

      Like falling for a man that only had his own interests at heart. His hesitations all made so much more sense now. I supposed I should have been happy he at least tried to keep his hands off. I hoped that meant there was a tiny bit of regret in him as well. I hoped he felt like shit for using me.

      I shut off my car, lifted my sunglasses to give myself a quick check in the rearview mirror, and frowned when I saw the heavy dark circles under my eyes. I blamed him. I didn’t think I had slept much since Patrick had dropped his little bombshell. My world had been flipped upside down and inside out. I never realized just how much my world revolved around what I did. Now, I was jobless. I didn’t feel like I had purpose. Patrick seemed thrilled to be retired at the ripe age of thirty-three. That wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to do something—anything.

      Patrick kept promising me he would give me half the money from the sale. I didn’t want it. I didn’t want a penny of the money. He insisted it was mine. He was only trying to assuage his own guilt. I wasn’t going to be bought off. He tried to give me some song and dance that the company was always half mine and I helped to grow the business and deserved half. Bullshit. It was all bullshit. And I told him that every single time he texted me or tried to talk to me about it.

      The frown that seemed to be a permanent fixture on my face stared back at me. I rubbed my finger over the wrinkles between my brows, forcing my face to relax a bit. I was going to end up with premature wrinkling if I didn’t quit scowling all the time.

      I pulled my shades back on and grabbed my purse. I walked into the restaurant and immediately spotted Carrie sitting at a table with her laptop open. She was officially working but agreed to meet me for lunch.

      I was bored out of my mind with no job. I didn’t know what to do with myself. The smart, adult thing to do would have been to look for a new job. I couldn’t. Not yet. I was in a shitty mood and would only end up scowling at anyone brave enough to interview me. I would get a bad reputation and my career would be over before it ever got started.

      “Hi,” I said as I flopped down into the bench seat across from her.

      She looked up at me and grimaced. “Damn. Are you hungover?”

      I realized I had my sunglasses on still. “No,” I answered and pulled them off. “I wish I was.”

      She winced. “You are going to need a lot more makeup than what you are wearing to hide that,” she said, gesturing to my face.

      “Thanks. I can always count on you to lift my spirits.”

      “What is going on? You told me Patrick sold the business and then you fell off the radar. I’ve been worried about you.”

      “I’ve been busy,” I replied.

      “You don’t have a job. How busy could you be?”

      “Hayden had some stuff with school. Freshmen orientation and stuff.”

      She gave me a look that said my excuse was bullshit. “Lame excuse. What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m pissed!” I said before she scowled and looked around the restaurant. I lowered my voice. “He sold the company without even asking my opinion.”

      “It was shitty but you told me it was in his name.”

      “Yes, but I worked my ass off in that place from the moment I could walk and talk. Yes, his name was on the deed but it was a family business.”

      “What do your parents think?”

      I rolled my eyes. “It would be a miracle if my parents thought in general. It isn’t their strong suit. I don’t know if they even know. I doubt they give a rat’s ass.”

      “I think this is a good opportunity for you to get a new job that pays you what you are worth.”

      “Maybe, but I didn’t tell you the part that really pissed me off and turned my guts inside out,” I told her.

      “He’s not going to give you any money?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Tyson bought it. The man I thought I was falling for all over again bought it. The same man that knew how much I wanted the business. It was probably why he showed up at the office in the first place. He was scoping it out and I was such an idiot, I thought he actually wanted me. I thought we had something real. He claimed he was worried about Patrick, but in reality, it was more like he was worried how it would look once he stole it and left me hanging.”

      “Have you talked to him? Told him how you felt?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “He knows I am pissed.”

      She laughed. “I bet he does. What did you do?”

      “I stopped by his work,” I said, without telling her the dirty details.

      “Did he offer an explanation? An apology?”

      “I didn’t really give him the chance. It doesn’t matter what he has to say. I don’t care. He can kiss my ass.”

      She winced. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s men. The three men in my life have all let me down.”

      “Three?”

      “My dad, Tyson, and Patrick. I feel like a leftover that got shoved to the back of the fridge. They forgot about me and don’t give a shit about me. They expect me to stay in my corner and just rot.”

      “I don’t think that’s their intention,” she tried to say.

      “If they cared, one of them would have asked me what I thought about the idea. One of them would have asked if I thought it was a bad idea. They did it without thinking twice about me. I’m so pissed at all of them.”

      “Technically, your dad didn’t know,” she reminded me.

      “I blame him for being a drunk and letting the business go to Patrick when he never really wanted it to begin with.”

      She nodded. “Good point. Fuck them all.”

      “No shit.”

      She looked thoughtful. “How much did Patrick sell it for?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t care.”

      “You should care. Patrick is going to give you money.”

      “He said half, but it isn’t about the money. It was my business just as much—no, more than his.”

      She waved a hand, dismissing my complaint. “But how much? You get half of how much?”

      “I don’t know. He said a lot and he certainly seemed very pleased with himself.”

      She slapped a hand on the table. “You need to find out how much and get your half. Use your half to start your own business. You will be the boss. You will be the one calling the shots and no one can sell it out from under you.”

      I stared at her and an idea popped into my head. “Oh my god,” I breathed.

      “What?”

      “You’re a fucking genius!”

      She offered a small smile. “I’ve been telling you that for years.”

      “I have to call Patrick,” I said and fished my phone out of my pocket.

      “Right now?” she asked, looking around.

      “Yes.”

      Patrick answered with a very nervous hello. “Yes?”

      “We need to talk,” I blurted out the words.

      “No shit. I’ve kind of been saying that for days.”

      “Now,” I said, not interested in his commentary. “Don’t try and tell me you have shit to do because we both know you don’t. Neither of us does. Remember, we don’t have jobs.”

      He let out an exaggerated sigh. “Mae, come on.”

      “Where are you? I’ll come to you.”

      “I’m not telling you where I am until you promise you won’t hurt me.”

      “You’re an idiot. I’ll just use your phone to track you.”

      He was quiet for a few seconds. “You can’t do that, can you?”

      Sometimes, the guy was too easy to mess with. “I’m sure I can.”

      “Fine, you can come over, but I don’t want to listen to you bitch at me.”

      “Whatever. I’ll be there in a bit. Don’t run away like a little bitch.”

      “See, Mae? It’s when you talk like that I don’t want to talk to you. Just be a rational human being.”

      I tried to tamp down my anger. In my mind, I was envisioning slapping him with a wet towel. “I am rational. It’s you who needs a lesson in rationality. I’m finishing my lunch and I will be there. Don’t leave.”

      “You’re a bully, Mae.”

      “Bye, Patrick. If you run, I will find you.”

      “See? A bully.”

      I ended the call. Carrie was staring at me. “What are you going to do? I’ve always said I would help you bury the body, but I think this is a great time to tell you I was lying. I was joking. I don’t want to go to jail. I have a little boy to think about.”

      I laughed. “Trust me, I would not want any accomplices. I would hate to worry about your loose lips.”

      She studied my face for several seconds. “You scare me sometimes.”

      I grinned. “Never get on my bad side,” I said with a wink. “Now, I’m starving. I need to eat. I will need all the strength and energy I can get to deal with my lovely brother.”

      She laughed. “What are you going to do? You came in here looking very murderous and now you look as if you won the lottery.”

      I shrugged. “Didn’t I? I know what the business was worth, and Patrick told me Tyson overpaid and we didn’t have to work again. That has to be equal to lottery winnings.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I’m going to use your idea,” I told her without giving her any details.

      I waved my hand, letting the waitress know we were ready to order. We both munched on BLTs and fries while I formulated a plan in my mind. I hoped my share of the money was enough to follow through with my plan. Two could play at Tyson’s little game. I wasn’t able to buy his museums, but I could certainly remind him of my presence. I was going to let him know I wasn’t some woman to be used and discarded without a second thought. I was going to be a thorn in his side for as long as I possibly could.
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      I walked into the diner that had been a fixture in my life back in the days when the most I had to worry about was whether or not I passed my calculus test. It had been a long time since I had been in the place. To be honest, I purposely avoided the diner where I used to spend a lot of my time with Patrick. And Mae. I purposely faded away from their lives and that meant cutting off all ties to my past life with them.

      Until now. It was stupid and I knew I was probably asking for another public display of anger, but I wanted to see her. Even if it meant her claws were out and she wanted to rip me to shreds. I preferred her anger over her isolation. I tried to call. I tried to text. She made it very clear she wanted nothing to do with me.

      I sat down in a booth and ordered coffee and a slice of apple pie a la mode. It was an old man’s treat but it was my comfort food. I needed comfort. There was a newspaper folded and stuck behind the napkin dispenser on the table. Feeling very old school, I grabbed it and flipped it open. I scanned the newspaper headlines, flipping through the various sections until I landed on a picture of the outside of my museum.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered as I stared at the headline. “Big business swallows hard-working small business.”

      I read through the article written by my dear friend Janet. When nothing happened in the days following the encounter with Mae at my museum, I had gotten the idea I was in the clear. Nope. Janet was just digging into my business and Mae’s business. Thankfully, Mae had no comment when Janet tracked her down, according to the article. That was about the only accurate bit of information I read. The rest of the article was supposition and assumptions peppered with gossip.

      Truth seemed to be optional in Janet’s mind. I sighed and tossed the paper to the side. This was why I needed Alec. The whole thing never would have happened if Alec had been the one to do the interview. Janet focused her article on me, the scoundrel, rather than the museum.

      I hated dealing with people. I hated the press demands. I hated being in the public eye. It was why there had never been a scandal with my name attached to it. I didn’t talk to anyone and my idea of a wild weekend was a Netflix marathon with a bottle of Jack. Alone. Always alone. Jack Daniels wasn’t going to talk to anyone.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I heard a familiar voice say.

      I popped my head up from the apple pie I was trying to force down. My appetite was ruined thanks to Janet’s shitty reporting. “I was craving pie,” I told him.

      He smirked. “Mind if I sit down?”

      “No, please save me from looking like an old, lonely bachelor eating pie and drinking coffee at ten in the morning.”

      He chuckled and took a seat. “It looks pretty damn good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I wanted to thank you again for what you did. I know you way overpaid. I appreciate it. It will help my family a great deal and assure we never have to worry about Hayden or my parents coming after us.”

      I almost choked on my coffee. “I don’t think all your family members appreciate the money.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I figured that meant Mae still had not told him about us. Not that there was an us but there had been a blip of an us. I picked up the newspaper, still opened to the article all but calling me an arrogant asshole, and handed it to Patrick.

      He picked it up, winced, and then sucked in a breath as he read the article. He put the paper down. “I’m sorry. She gets pretty pissy when something doesn’t go her way.”

      “I didn’t realize I was doing something so dastardly and worthy of being reported on,” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “Trust me, it was for the best. She’ll realize that one day.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “What happened?” he asked and nodded at the paper. “That reporter sounds like Mae talked to her. I know Mae. She would never talk to a stranger, let alone a reporter.”

      “You haven’t talked to Mae?” I questioned.

      He smirked. “She has talked at me, but as far as there being a conversation with each of us exchanging thoughts and ideas, no.”

      I had to chuckle at that. I was glad I wasn’t the only one on the receiving end of Mae’s anger. “A few days after you and I talked, Mae showed up at my museum. I just happened to be giving an interview to a local reporter about the museum. Mae came in breathing fire and letting me know exactly how she felt about you selling the business. She was very clear about her opinion on the matter. Very loud and very clear and the reporter hung on every word.”

      He grimaced. “Ouch. Embarrassing.”

      I shrugged. “It wasn’t so much embarrassing as it was frustrating. I wanted to try and talk to her, to have a normal conversation. She wouldn’t have it. She was pissed.”

      Patrick let out a long sigh. “It has been a long time since I have seen her that pissed. Actually, it was probably in high school when I saw her that angry. Thankfully, it doesn’t happen all that often.”

      I winced when he mentioned the bit about her being mad back in high school. Well, she was in high school. I wasn’t. Once again, I was at the center of that situation as well. I seemed to be the catalyst for her anger. I could piss the woman off like no one else in the world. It wasn’t exactly a talent I was proud of.

      “Did she say anything else?” I questioned. “Did she explain why she was so mad? I get the impression she felt the business was partly hers.”

      “It was and I gave her half the money,” Patrick explained. “I would never take all the proceeds from the sale. At first, she refused to take any of the money, but she changed her mind.”

      “That’s good I guess,” I murmured.

      “She needed the money. I don’t know why she can’t see that. She is taking on a teenage girl that needs clothes, food, and all the other things a teenager needs. She’ll want to get her license soon and then there is all the stuff with school and graduation.”

      “Your parents aren’t financially supporting Hayden at all?” I questioned.

      He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know how much Mae told you, but they are in a bad way.”

      “She told me very little. I got the impression she didn’t want to talk about it and I didn’t want to pry.”

      “My mom is stuck on pills. Mostly opioids, I think. I don’t know for sure, but I think she turns to illegal drugs when she can’t get her pill fix. She is going down a very dark road and is rarely lucid. My father is better off in some ways. He drinks. A lot. He does sober up from time to time but not for long. I think he just kind of checked out a long time ago.”

      It sounded sad and strange. “What triggered it? Did something happen that took them down this road?”

      He scoffed. “If it did, it happened a long time ago. My parents have always had their struggles. It was bad at times when Mae and I were younger but never like this. They are destroying their lives. Mae did the right thing by getting Hayden out of there. I fully support her. I should have done it earlier. I just didn’t have the balls to do it. Not to mention, I don’t know the first thing about raising a kid.”

      “I don’t think Mae knows any more than you do,” I pointed out.

      He grinned. “No, but she has the advantage of once being a teenage girl.”

      I laughed. “Ah, I see. So, has this thing caused a problem between the two of you?”

      He shrugged. “She is still pissed at me and she will be for a while, but I think she will soon realize this was for the best. I want her to be able to live her life to the fullest. I don’t want her to worry about money. I don’t want her to stress herself out juggling work and the demands of raising a kid.”

      “I hope you are right. I hope the two of you can be on good terms again. I hate to think I broke up a family.”

      “You had nothing to do with it. I approached you. I made the decision to sell. She’ll get over it eventually. It’s for the best.”

      “I think you did it for the right reasons, and I think the money will help her, but she’s sentimental.”

      He smiled. “Always has been. I worry about her. I worry about Hayden. I feel completely inadequate to do anything to help them. This is all I knew to do.”

      Patrick was a good big brother. He always looked out for Mae, even to the point of being way overprotective. In the world we lived in, that wasn’t a bad thing. I was happy to know Mae had someone watching her back. She was a good person and deserved to be taken care of. “You did your best. I think it’s noble.”

      “I hope she sees it that way one day and soon. For now, I am enjoying the freedom. I don’t regret it for a minute. Besides, I always felt like my dad was watching. I don’t want a connection to them. I know Mae does but the fond memories she has of that place are not exactly what she remembers. She was young and she is holding on to the snippets of good in her childhood. I get it, but I think moving on is the best thing to do. She has to let go of that stuff. It is the only way she can see my parents with clear eyes.”

      “She doesn’t want to break ties with them,” I said before I realized it sounded like I knew too much about Mae and the situation. “Like you said, she is sentimental. She is forgiving to the point of being too forgiving. I think she is hoping that one day there will be a chance for your parents to come back to the land of the living. She doesn’t want to completely cut them off because she is holding out hope.”

      He stared at me for several long seconds. I had said too much. I was acting like I knew Mae intimately. He knew my secret. I quickly started thinking of an excuse to explain away my words. “You’re right,” he said.

      “What?” I blinked.

      “You are right. I shouldn’t force her into giving up on them. Just because I have, doesn’t mean she has to. It’s just me trying to protect her from the pain and frustration they cause her. They use her and it pisses me off. My dad knows how to pull at her heartstrings. My mom too. I hate that they don’t see how good she is, and she is to be cherished and not used for her goodwill and then tossed away when they are ready to crawl back into their chosen vices.”

      I had a new understanding of the family dynamic. I understood why Patrick was so fiercely protective of his little sister. I was as well. I wanted to march into the Kendell house and lay into her parents. I wanted to shake them until they realized just how beautiful Mae was, inside and out.

      “I get it,” I told him. “You did the right thing. She will see that one day. I’m sure of it. In the meantime, just keep looking out for her. One day, she will appreciate it.”

      “I know, but I just hope I survive that long. Mae can really hold a grudge when she wants to.”

      I laughed. “She loves you too much.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I sipped my tea, looking over the cup at the man I was hoping would give me a job. The guy had to be pushing eighty. He was the very proud owner of the oldest private museum in Philadelphia. I remembered visiting the museum several times when I was younger. I had thought him old back then.

      “Thank you again for taking the time out of your busy day to meet with me, Benjamin,” I said with a friendly smile.

      His eyes, a clear blue that had a faint misty look to them stared back at me. “It’s I who should be thanking you. I wasn’t sure you would be interested in talking to an old relic like me.”

      “I feel privileged to be talking to you. You are kind of a hero in the antiquity world. My dad always spoke very highly of you.”

      There was a brief moment of anger that flashed through the man’s eyes. “Your father used to be a great source for me to tap when I was stocking my museum.”

      I said nothing about the fact he used the past-tense version. I managed to sell him a few pieces over the years, but he always let me down gently. He would tell me he wasn’t looking for anything new or he was going in a different direction. “Things changed,” I murmured.

      “I couldn’t help but hear about the business being bought out by that other place,” he said.

      I winced. “Yes. Patrick felt it best to sell and move on.” I wouldn’t disparage my brother to a man who was a virtual stranger. I would certainly disparage him all I wanted to Carrie and Tyson.

      He smiled. “I saw the article in the paper as well. I gathered the reporter got the impression you didn’t think it was such a great idea.”

      I felt my cheeks redden. The reporter needed to be slapped. I only had myself to blame, but damn if the woman had to go and blast it like that. I sounded like a crazy person. Then again, I did go into the museum and act a little crazy.

      “I was a little upset, but I understand why he did what he did. He wanted to free up his time and mine, I suppose.”

      Benjamin nodded, his thick shock of stark-white hair catching the light overhead in the restaurant. “It’s a shame what is happening nowadays.”

      “What would that be?” I asked.

      “All the corporate nonsense. I liked things small and fair. My museum doesn’t stand a chance when up against a man like that. His pockets are deep, and he will keep swallowing up the little places and absorbing them into his giant kingdom. It’s the little places like mine that his business was built on. Without guys like me, he never would have made it to where he was.”

      I nodded. It was true. “It’s unfortunate, but I guess we can be grateful more people are getting to see the history of our world. People nowadays want the big and bright. They want all the bells and whistles. They want their history on their terms.”

      He smiled. “You get it.”

      I shrugged. “I think I do.”

      “You do. I can tell you do. You fought for your business. That’s what I’m looking for.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You want me to work for you?”

      He smiled before bursting into a coughing fit. “Sorry,” he murmured before taking a drink of water. “Too many years of inhaling dust.”

      “Are you okay?”

      There was a wistful smile on his lips. “Yes and no. I’m a man long past his prime. I’m alone in this world and I think my days of digging up history are coming to an end.”

      “I’m sorry,” I told him, not sure what else to say.

      “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life and they have never been so obvious as they are right now as I stare at the end.”

      I was almost afraid to ask what he meant. “Mistakes?”

      “My Millie could never have children. That never bothered me. I was too busy working in my museum to notice. Then one day, the good Lord saw fit to take her on up with him. Again, I was okay. I worked, and I worked, and I worked some more. Now, I find myself alone. I’m the youngest of two brothers who were both killed in the war before they ever got a chance to marry and have children. I’m it. I’m the last of my family line. My work was my everything, and now, I’m done. I can’t take it with me.” He chuckled. “I guess that’s the difference between us and the ancient civilizations. I don’t want to be buried with all my old treasures. I want them to stay here.”

      I wondered if he was going senile. I didn’t understand why he had called and asked to meet with me. I was a stranger to him. I didn’t know what he wanted me to do for him. I was way out of my element and suddenly very uncomfortable. “You look rather healthy and spry,” I told him with a smile.

      He chuckled. “Oh, I don’t think I’m going to be pushing up daisies in the next few months, but I’m not going to be around forever. I’m not sad about it. Don’t get me wrong. I’m thinking of the future.”

      I was lost. “That’s always a good thing.”

      “I don’t want my museum falling into the hands of a man like Tyson Helms,” he said firmly.

      I nodded. “Understandable.”

      “I don’t have anyone to pass it along to. I have no family that will inherit it.”

      I nodded again. At that point, I was simply humoring what I assumed was a lonely old man in need of someone to listen to him. “I’m very sorry about that.”

      “I want you to have it.”

      I blinked, gave my head a good shake, and stared at him. “You what?”

      “I want you to have it. I want you to take over. I know you will fight to keep it out of the hands of the corporate machine.”

      I licked my lips. “You want me to have it? I’m not sure I have the means to buy a business right now.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “No. Not buy. I want to give, bequeath it, if you will.”

      I felt my head shaking. It was happening involuntarily. I was trying to work it out in my head and coming up very confused. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t understand.”

      “My little shop is nothing to write home about, but it is mine, and I like it the way it is. That Tyson? His minion tried to buy my museum. Several times actually. I say no and he comes back with a bigger offer. It isn’t money I want. He isn’t the only one. There have been others. I can’t sell my precious treasures. They are worth a lot more than money. I want someone that appreciates the history.”

      “But your business is a business. It is worth money.”

      He waved a hand. “Money isn’t everything.”

      “I think you have a lovely business and I appreciate the offer, but I cannot accept it as a gift. I am certainly interested but I don’t have the money to buy your business. I wish I did because I would absolutely be interested. Unfortunately, I spent the bulk of the money I earned from the sale of our business on an artifact.”

      He chuckled. “A woman after my own heart. Sometimes, there is a piece you just have to say screw practicality and just buy it.”

      I smiled. “I definitely did that. I cannot wait to get my hands on it.”

      “You don’t have it?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. It should be ready for me to pick up in about a month.”

      His bright smile made me feel better about my splurge. “That sounds exciting. But that doesn’t change my offer. I don’t need nor want you to pay for the business. I want to pass it down.”

      “Benjamin, you are too generous. I cannot ask you for that. I would not feel comfortable taking it.”

      “Let me try it a different way,” he said. “My business means the world to me and I worked my entire life building it. I spent my life in that place. I will not sell it. If you do not take it, it goes to the state. You know what happens then. It will get split up and sent all over the place. Wouldn’t that be a shame?”

      He was guilting me. “That would be terrible.”

      “Now you understand my predicament. When I saw that article in the paper, I knew what I had to do. I knew you would be the caretaker my precious things needed to stay out of the hands of people only interested in making a buck off the items I have spent my life collecting. I have been to estate sales. I have watched people pick through a person’s belongings, tossing what they deem invaluable to the side. I have thought long and hard about what I want to happen. I know tomorrow isn’t promised. I could drop dead in the next five minutes. I want to be in control. We have very little control in this world, but this is one thing I can control. I want to leave this world knowing my collection is in good hands.”

      He was making it very difficult to say no. It all sounded very reasonable. People made wills because they wanted that last bit of control. They wanted to thumb their nose at death before they took their last breath. “Benjamin, I want to do it. I really do, but it’s too generous.”

      “You would be making an old man happy. All that I ask is you hold on to that museum with the white-knuckled grip you held on to your family’s business.”

      “But I lost that,” I reminded him.

      He shrugged. “I don’t believe you could have saved it. As I understand, it was your brother’s, and before that, it was your dad’s.”

      I nodded. “Yes. I would have never sold.”

      “Exactly.”

      I closed my eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “Okay.”

      He grinned. “Okay? You’ll take it?”

      “I don’t feel like I have a choice. I don’t want your museum falling into the wrong hands. I respect you and I want to make sure you have complete peace as you move onto the next season of your life. I promise you, I will treat it with the same love you did. I will fight tooth and nail to keep it just as you would want it.”

      He let out a long breath. “Thank you. You have no idea how much that means to me. It feels like a huge weight has been lifted from my shoulders.”

      He was going to make me cry. The relief and happiness on his face made me feel better about accepting such a generous offer. “I hope I can do it justice.”

      “I have no doubt that you will. Now, tell me about this artifact you bought. Do you have a place to put this treasure?”

      I burst into nervous laughter. “My mantle?”

      “Now that is true love,” he said with a laugh. “Why would you spend that kind of money on something you have nowhere to put.”

      I leaned forward. “Because Tyson Helms wanted it,” I whispered.

      He burst into raucous laughter, slapping his hand against the table. “Good girl! I knew you were the right choice.”

      I grinned, thrilled he understood what it all meant. Carrie didn’t understand. She thought I was crazy. I wasn’t crazy. I was mad. I was a woman scorned. Everyone knew you didn’t fuck with a scorned woman. I was going to hit Tyson where it hurt the most.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I got out of the car, feeling the jetlag as I walked into the hotel. I used my very broken Italian to speak to the man behind the counter. I got the key to my suite and headed for the elevator. It felt like I had been waiting forever for the day to arrive. I was thrilled to be in Rome.

      I had done my research and knew exactly how much I would pay for the artifact that had been dug up just outside the city. It was being touted as coming from the era of the Roman Republic. A time before Jesus was born, according to history. I wanted to verify it for myself and that included seeing the site it came from.

      I dropped my suitcase near the door and moved to look out the window. I had been hoping I would be making this trip with Mae. Mae would have loved Rome. I was dumb enough to let myself hope there was a chance for us. I had envisioned a romantic week, seeing the sights, enjoying wine and cheese, and having lots and lots of sex.

      That wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t even talking to me, let alone sleeping with me. I pushed away the thought. I was tired of mourning the loss of a relationship I never had. Mae was not for me. I wished I would have been able to be the man she needed. I wished like hell I could have been honest with her from the very beginning. I wasn’t sure that would have saved the relationship, but it could have prevented the hard feelings.

      I scoffed. “Pull your head out of your ass,” I snapped as I looked at my reflection in the window.

      I didn’t feel like being alone. I didn’t want to be with anyone, and I didn’t feel like talking to anyone, but I didn’t want to sit alone in my room. After being with Mae, I had a new understanding of my situation. I was alone. So, so alone. I didn’t crave human interaction, but I craved her.

      I grabbed my room key and wallet and decided a stiff drink or five was in order. Admittedly, I had probably been drinking too much as of late. It was the only way I could get to sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her face. I saw the look of disgust and disappointment and pure hatred for me when she’d looked at me that day in the museum.

      I would prefer never to see her again than to see that look on her face. I walked into the hotel bar, found myself a seat at the end of the bar, and ordered a scotch on the rocks. I took the first few drinks and tried to sink into the atmosphere.

      For whatever reason, I looked to my left. I blinked several times and then looked into my glass to see just how much I had consumed. It wasn’t much. I wasn’t drunk. I turned to look at the woman that looked an awful lot like Mae. It couldn’t possibly be her. I stared at her so hard, she must have felt it. Her gaze turned on me. Our eyes locked and then I knew for sure it was her.

      I put up a hand. It seemed like the right thing to do. I couldn’t pretend not to see her. We were past that. She waved, which shocked the hell out of me. She had her suitcase behind her and the carry-on and laptop slung over one shoulder with her purse on the other. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight. She looked like a packhorse. The woman needed new luggage or a personal bellhop.

      I slid off my stool and moved toward her. I half-expected her to turn and run the other way. She didn’t. “Hi,” I greeted.

      “Hi.”

      “This is going to sound really cheesy, but what brings you to Rome?”

      “I’m here on business.”

      “Business?” I questioned.

      She shrugged. “It’s a new job.”

      I nodded, surprised that she had a new job already. “Can I buy you a drink?” I asked, knowing there was a very good chance she would tell me to fuck off.

      She didn’t. “Sure, I could use a drink after my long flight. Flying commercial is not as fun as flying private.”

      I chuckled. “I know. Trust me, I know.” I waved a hand and got the bartender’s attention. Mae sat down on the seat next to mine, which felt really weird to be so close to her without her trying to rip my face off.

      “Why are you here?” she asked, taking a drink from the glass of white wine she ordered.

      “I’m here to pick up a new find,” I told her.

      She smiled. “Oh. That sounds exciting.”

      “Mae, I’m sorry,” I said. “I am truly sorry for what happened. I should have been honest with you from the beginning. I didn’t realize how important it was to you.”

      “You sure about that? I thought I made it clear.”

      I winced. “You did but I also knew about your situation with your little sister and I thought maybe this could help. Your brother came to me with an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. I weighed the pros and cons and decided me buying the business was the best option for everyone.”

      She offered another sweet smile. “I understand.”

      “Mae, you have to know I would never do anything to hurt you. Me buying the business wasn’t supposed to hurt you. Please believe me when I say I did it with good intentions. I knew Patrick was going to sell. I didn’t want it going to someone who would pay nothing. I didn’t want someone taking the business your family, you, built from the ground up with your own two hands. I know it sounds stupid and you probably don’t believe me, but I did it because I do care.”

      She was quiet as I spoke and appeared to be listening to every word. “I believe you,” she said after several very scary seconds.

      “You do?”

      She laughed. “I do. You did what you thought was right. I have a new job that I love. When one door is slammed closed in your face, another one opens.”

      Her words told me she was still a little angry. I hoped we could move forward, and that last bit of her anger would fade. “Thank you,” I told her, meaning the words. “How have you been otherwise? How is Hayden doing?”

      “Hayden is great. She is looking forward to school getting out for the summer. I have no idea what I’m going to do with her. Carrie has offered to have her hang out with her while I’m at work.”

      “She is lucky to have you.”

      She finished her glass of wine. “I should probably get checked in. I would love a shower and then I plan on sleeping. I can’t afford to be off my game tomorrow.”

      “Do you have a meeting tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Something like that,” she said with a smile that told me she was hiding something.

      “Can I buy you another glass?” I asked, hoping to prolong her stay in my company.

      “No thanks. Maybe another time.”

      She got off the stool and attempted to grab the bulk of her luggage.

      “Let me help you,” I insisted.

      “I got it,” she answered, promptly dropping her laptop. “Shit.”

      “I’ll help you,” I said, taking the suitcase from her hand.

      “Thank you.”

      I walked with her to the check-in desk and waited a few feet away. I didn’t want to crowd her. I wanted to work my way back into her life, but it was going to take some time. I needed to take things slowly. I occupied myself by looking around the opulent lobby.

      “Excuse me?” I heard Mae’s voice rise.

      I turned my focus to her to see what was wrong. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” the woman behind the counter said.

      “Don’t you have anything else?” she asked, her voice on the edge of hysteria.

      “I’m very sorry, but we are completely full.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “They gave my room to someone else!” she practically shouted.

      “Is there another room she could have? Upgrade to?”

      The woman looked at me and grimaced. “I’m sorry, Mr. Helms. We have nothing left.”

      “Stay with me,” I said to her.

      Her brows shot up, her eyes widening. “What?”

      “Share my suite. There’s plenty of room.

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “You can. I’m guessing you won’t find another room in the city at such a late hour.”

      She sighed and turned to look at the clerk once again. “Is that true?”

      “I’m sorry, but there are several festivals and conventions happening this weekend. It is very likely the other hotels are booked as well.”

      She growled and stomped her foot before turning to look at me. “Fine. I guess I really don’t have another option.”

      I wasn’t going to take offense at her obvious reluctance. I would take what I could get. I picked up her suitcase and led the way to the elevator. She followed behind me, complaining under her breath the entire time. Again, I wasn’t going to take it personally.

      I opened the door and gestured for her to go inside. The room was grand, but it wasn’t the typical suite with more than one bedroom. “I can take the couch. I think it’s one of those fold-out kinds.”

      She let out an exasperated sigh. “Whatever. It’s bullshit they gave away my room.”

      “I’m sorry. It has happened to me before as well.”

      “I paid for the room. How can they do that?”

      I could see she was agitated and decided another drink was in order. I walked to the small, very small, mini bar and opened one of the bottles of scotch. I poured her a glass and then another for me. I handed it to her and watched her drink it down in one long gulp. “Another?” I asked her.

      She handed me the glass. “Please. I know these bottles must cost a small fortune, but I guess you can afford it.”

      I ignored the dig. “I can send for more. The good kind.”

      “You don’t need to do that. The last thing I need is to get blackout drunk. One more and that’s it.”

      I twisted the top on another bottle and refilled her glass. “Here you go.”

      I took a seat in the chair, making sure I stayed far away from her. She looked beautiful as always. She did look a little tired but still beautiful. I didn’t think I would ever not want her. I always wanted her. She was the woman I dreamed about. The woman I wanted always and forever.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?” she asked.

      I laughed. “Absolutely not. You looked tired and stressed. I know when I’ve had a long trip, the best cure is a stiff drink.”

      She finished the glass and got to her feet. I watched as she walked to the minibar and dug through the remaining bottles. She struggled to twist the top of the one she had chosen. I walked over to help her.

      “I can do it,” she mumbled.

      I was a little worried she was getting drunk, exactly what she didn’t want. “Why don’t I mix this one for you?” I suggested, taking the bottle from her hand.

      Our hands touched, and for a brief moment, there was nothing else that mattered. She looked up at me and I could no longer hold back. I reached for the back of her head with my hand and pulled her face to mine. I kissed her as if I would die if I didn’t. My mouth worked over hers. I was ravenous. It had been too long since our last touch.

      I nearly swallowed her whole, sucking her tongue before pushing mine into her mouth. It was the oldest dance in the world and yet it never got old. Being with her would never get boring and tiring.
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      A million thoughts ran through my head, telling me to stop. Go back. Walk away. He would only end up hurting me. I didn’t give a damn. In that moment, the very last thing he was doing was hurting me. He was giving me everything I wanted and needed. I couldn’t walk away from him. I wanted to believe it was fate that landed me in the same hotel as him. Fate and a well-calculated guess, but all the same, I was in his arms and I didn’t mind staying for just a bit longer.

      “I need you,” I moaned. His hand dropped to my waist, pulling my body against his.

      “I want you so bad,” he groaned with his mouth pressed against my neck. His hot breath washed over me, sending shivers of delight up and down my spine.

      “Clothes,” I gasped as his teeth grazed my flesh.

      “Off,” he answered.

      “Now.”

      One-word answers were all I could muster. My mind felt muddled, intoxicated by lust. When I saw him sitting at the bar, I couldn’t believe my luck. I told myself to walk away, but damn if he didn’t look handsome as hell sitting there in the dim light. His hair was a little messy, a chunk of black hair hanging against his forehead. He looked like a rogue. Like the bad boys good mothers warned their daughters about.

      He jerked at my shirt, tugging it up my body. His movements lacked his usual finesse, telling me he was just as hot and horny as I was. I couldn’t help getting his clothes off with my arms pinned above my head. He stopped my shirt halfway up, locking my arms up as his mouth plundered mine once again.

      I made no attempt to pull my arms down. Instead, I pushed my breasts against his chest. “Hurry,” I breathed when need for him flooded my veins.

      He finished taking off my shirt and tossed it to the floor before attacking my elastic waistband and pushing my panties and leggings down in one hard shove. I barely had time to kick off my shoes. While his hands worked at my bra, I used my feet to pull off the pants and kick them to the side.

      In a flash, my bra was on the floor and I was standing before him completely nude while he stood completely clothed. He looked at me with hunger in his eyes. “Damn if I don’t want you.”

      I felt shaky as I stood in front of him. His gaze dropped to my chest, staring at my breasts like he wanted to devour them. His eyes moved lower, his gaze locking on the apex of my legs. I was on the verge of climaxing with just his heated looks.

      “Tyson,” I whispered.

      His eyes met mine once again. “Yes?”

      “You’re not naked,” I pointed out.

      He looked down as if just realizing he was still fully dressed in his black slacks and tan shirt. “Oh.”

      I waited for him to take care of the problem. When he made no move, I stepped forward and undid his pants. He stood, arms hanging at his sides while I unbuttoned the shirt. I pushed it off his shoulders, tossing it on the floor in a heap. He quickly kicked off his shoes while I pushed his pants down. Seconds later, he was just as naked as I was, and the world couldn’t have been any more perfect in that moment.

      “Damn,” I said as I studied the beautiful erection.

      He groaned. “Mae, you can’t look at me like that.”

      “How else am I supposed to look at you?” I teased and stepped forward to wrap my hand around him.

      “When you look at me like that, I can’t control my response. It’s like a fire running through my veins. I want you so bad it hurts. It physically hurts.”

      I squeezed once, pulling a loud gasp followed by a grunt from him. “What do you need?” I teased.

      “I need to be buried inside you. I want to be balls deep inside your body. I want to hear you whimpering and begging for more. Scratch that. I need all of that. I need you.”

      It was really all I needed to hear. Hell, I didn’t need to hear anything. His physical reaction to my touch was all I needed to feel to know how turned on he was. “Tyson,” I said as I gently stroked him with my hand.

      It was a strangled groan I heard in response. I moved my hand up and down his shaft. “Mae, I’m going to fucking die if this doesn’t move along.”

      I softly giggled. “You’re so hard.”

      “You have no idea,” he whispered. “I’ve been dreaming about you for weeks. My balls ache, longing for you.”

      I released him and reached for the balls he spoke of and cupped them in my palm before giving a gentle tug. His body jerked forward, and then next thing I knew, I was practically flying through the air. He carried me to the bed, dropped me on the mattress, and spread my legs with his hand on the inside of my thigh.

      I barely had time to think, blink, or breathe before he was over the top of me. His dick pressed at my opening, demanding entry before my body yielded to his demands. I cried out as the orgasm tore through my body, easing his way inside me. My back arched, my hands reaching for his strong body and my fingertips digging into his flesh.

      “Oh god!” I cried out loud and proud without giving a damn about anyone hearing me.

      “That’s it,” he coaxed. “Give me all of it.”

      My body didn’t stop giving him exactly what he demanded. He seated himself deep inside my body and went completely still. My body spasmed around him, pulling little gasps and whimpers from me.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed out the words when I could finally think enough to speak coherently.

      He grinned, his eyes full of mischief and desire. “I don’t think I was the only one suffering. I think maybe you needed me just a little.”

      I smiled and reached up to touch his cheek. “I can admit to nothing.”

      “You don’t have to admit to a damn thing. Your body said it all.”

      He began to move. I closed my eyes and got lost in the feeling of him inside me. His motion was slow and purposeful as if the heated need from earlier was gone. I knew he was still just as eager, but he was drawing it out. I wasn’t sure if it was for his sake or mine, but I sure as hell didn’t mind it one bit.

      “Don’t stop,” I said, opening my eyes to find him looking down at me.

      “Your turn.”

      “My turn?” I asked with confusion. I was pretty sure I already took my turn.

      He dropped to the bed and rolled to his back before reaching for me, lifting me like a rag doll and dropping me on top of him. “Your turn,” he said again.

      I smiled. “My turn. I hope you’re ready for this.”

      “I’m so ready.”

      I began to move, teasing him by barely allowing the tip of his cock inside me. I couldn’t resist my own desire and found myself sliding down his hard length until I was once again impaled by him. I didn’t move, taking a few moments to stare down at his body beneath mine. It was a great view. My hand traced over the tattoo of an Egyptian hieroglyphic on his chest. It was sexy and different and so perfect for him.

      “Do you work out?” I asked and immediately heard the question and decided it was totally goofy.

      He grinned, one of his big hands reaching up to cup my breast. “I do.”

      “I like it,” I said as he squeezed my breast.

      “Then I’ll keep doing it.”

      I wanted to laugh but there was a far greater emotion demanding my attention. It was need. Desire. I had the man between my legs, deep inside me, and my body was reacting as if I didn’t just climax five minutes earlier.

      The lighthearted moment vanished and was replaced with something far more intense. I got tunnel vision. My sole focus in that moment was bringing us both pleasure. I started to move and didn’t stop. His hands dropped to my hips, squeezing the flesh and digging in with his fingertips as he jerked my body forward before shoving me back. Over and over. I was tiring quickly. The furious pace was robbing me of the ability to breathe. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. All I could think about was reaching that glorious climax with him.

      When the first twang of ecstasy rocketed over my body, I went perfectly still. He didn’t let me stop. “No,” he gasped. “Not yet.”

      He jerked my body forward, thrusting his hips upward at the same time. I held on to his chest. I could hear myself crying out his name over and over as the orgasm washed over me. He roared, his body bucking so hard he nearly sent me careening into the wall. He stopped moving and I collapsed onto his chest.

      “Holy shit,” I managed to get out in between gasps for air.

      He groaned. “I’m going to die an early death if I do that again.”

      I slapped my hand against his chest. “But what a way to go.”

      “No kidding. I’m good with that.”

      I laid atop him for several minutes while we both recovered from what turned into a very violent climax. My body felt wrung out. I slid off him, slithered more like, and curled against him. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” I told him.

      “Who says? Maybe Fate thought otherwise.”

      “I don’t believe in that. I had a few drinks. You had a few drinks. Circumstances put us in this room together and that is that. Nothing more.”

      He turned his face to mine, brushing my hair back. “If it’s nothing more, then I am damn well going to take full advantage of these circumstances.” He looked at the clock on the bedside table. “I’ve got a good eight hours to do exactly that.”

      My body shuddered at the thought of spending a night with him having lots and lots of sex. “I have to get up early. I need my sleep.”

      “You can sleep on the way home,” he replied.

      “Not all of us have a private plane. If I fall asleep and drool on the guy sandwiched against me, it isn’t going to end well.”

      “Fly back with me,” he offered.

      It was certainly an appealing offer, but not one I was going to take him up on. I reminded myself why I was there. I did a replay of the events that led me to Rome. The last thing I wanted to do was get caught up with the man that was intent on breaking my heart. If he didn’t have it, he couldn’t break it. He was too damn tempting to keep it out of his hands if I saw him all the time. That meant I needed to keep my distance.

      Starting tomorrow.

      “All right,” I said.

      “All right what?”

      “I’ll give you three hours.”

      He chuckled, rolling onto his elbow with his head propped up on his hand. “Look how many times I made you orgasm in thirty minutes. You are in for a very good night if I do say so myself.”

      I grinned. “I’ll be the judge of that. We’ll see if you can back up that claim.”

      He bent low, kissing my pert nipple before looking at me with those dangerous eyes. “I think we both know I can, and I will. Before we get to all that, let me order some sustenance. I plan on working very hard and I’m going to need the fuel.”

      I believed him. The man had some serious stamina. I just hoped I was up for the challenge.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I woke up bright and early, anxious to see Mae. I knew it was early without needing to open my eyes. I inhaled deeply, smelling the scent of her in the room and smiling. It was the scent I would never forget. I was certain it was imprinted on my very soul. I reached out to touch her, a little bummed when I didn’t feel her head on my chest. When I realized she wasn’t in the bed with me, I opened my eyes and looked around. “Mae?” I called out. There was no answer.

      I sat up, blinking to clear my vision. I looked around the room that was still fairly dark and didn’t see her. I rubbed my face, trying to clear the cobwebs from my brain. I didn’t get much sleep. I knew she didn’t either. I felt a tiny bit guilty for keeping her up so late when she said she needed to get up early. I got up and knocked on the bathroom door.

      “Mae?” I whispered before it dawned on me that was stupid. She wasn’t likely to be asleep in the bathroom.

      There was no answer. I opened the door and saw no sign of her. That was when it hit. There was no sign of her anywhere in the room. I looked around and noticed her bags were gone. She’d left me. That was not exactly what I was expecting when I woke.

      It was her way of getting back at me. She was letting me know she was still pissed. I smiled, shaking my head. I was going to stay positive. The fact she let me buy her a drink and then let me do other things told me she wasn’t that pissed. She could have her little revenge. I wanted her to feel like she won. That worked for me. Whatever it took to get her back in my bed. After last night, I knew for absolute certain I never wanted to be without her again.

      I got into the shower before dressing for the day. I put on my usual attire for when I visited a dig site. I grabbed my things and left the room feeling a little more upbeat than usual. I was hoping to catch some breakfast in the hotel restaurant. I was still a little early and had the time to waste. I was still smiling as I sipped on my coffee and munched on the Danish. My mind drifted to the night before. I wasn’t going to pretend to be an innocent or a monk, but none of the women I had been with in my life compared to her. I couldn’t even remember them or their names. It was only Mae.

      I was already trying to figure out how I would get her to talk to me once I was back home. I didn’t feel like I needed to ask Patrick’s permission. I would still talk to him. I would talk to him man to man and let him know what I wanted, and he could deal with it or not. I wasn’t going to be run off by a big brother that had once said his sister needed to find a man.

      I was that man. I wanted a relationship with Mae and I was certain she would be open to a relationship with me—in time. It would be good for us to start over. We needed a fresh start. I wanted the chance to show her I could be better than the boy she knew in high school and the man that stole the family business. I could give her everything she needed, literally and figuratively.

      I checked the time and decided it was time to get out to the site. I didn’t want to go too late and get stuck in the heat. I was going to come back to the hotel and hang out in the lobby with the hopes of accidentally on purpose running into Mae again. My hired car and driver were waiting out front when I walked outside. Nothing could ruin my mood.

      When I got to the site, I quickly found Emmanuel, the man that was funding the dig. “Good morning,” I greeted.

      “Mr. Helms,” he said, extending his hand. He led me into a large tent set up to be his office. “Have a seat.” He gestured to the wood chair positioned in front of his desk.

      I sat down, looking around the place that had an actual wood floor. “How long have you been out here?” I asked.

      He smiled. “It’s been close to a year. It’s only been recently that we have finally made some good discoveries.”

      I nodded. “I imagine that must be difficult to keep pushing on when you come up empty.”

      He chuckled. “Difficult, yes, but it’s the money that tends to be the real problem.”

      “Are you expecting to continue digging or has the financing been exhausted?”

      He grinned. “Not anymore. The recent finds have made it possible for us to continue with our work here for months to come.”

      “I didn’t realize you had multiple finds. I’m anxious to see them, especially the piece from the era we spoke of.”

      “Why don’t I show you around?” he offered.

      “Thank you, I would like that.”

      He escorted me around the large site, showing me the areas that had been excavated and thoroughly explored. “We found very little to give us hope in this area. Lots of little things and plenty of coins but it wasn’t until we moved over here that we really struck gold.”

      I followed behind him as he walked toward a site that was underground. I would have made a terrible archeologist. I didn’t care for the cavernous digs. “Down there?” I asked.

      “Are you okay with that?”

      I nodded. “Sure. Yes, of course.”

      I followed him inside, staying in the area cleared for visitors and doing my best not to touch or disrupt anything. I listened as he talked, carrying on about his future plans. I wasn’t listening all that well. I was focused on the artifact that was my reason for coming all the way to Rome.

      “Why don’t I show you what we will be selling soon?” he asked.

      “Yes, please,” I said a little too eagerly. “I’m anxious to see the piece from the Republican Rome period.”

      “I have several pieces I would like to show you. I’m sure you will be impressed.”

      “Are they all from the same time period?”

      He made a face. “I can’t say for sure. We have had several experts give varying opinions. Dating artifacts can be a fickle business.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. It made me leery of whatever else he thought he might have found. I didn’t want fakes. I made the trip because the artifacts were supposedly from a specific time period. I wouldn’t panic just yet. I was hoping I could determine the age, although it wasn’t my area of expertise. It was another reason in a long list that outlined the many reasons why I needed Alec.

      I walked into another smaller tent and saw a small display of items. None of them were the piece I came for. “Where is the statue?” I asked.

      Emmanuel avoided eye contact. “I don’t have that particular statue,” he said.

      I stopped browsing the presented items and looked at him. “Excuse me?”

      “It has been purchased by another,” he answered.

      I frowned. “I thought we had an arrangement?”

      “Nothing was set in stone and I knew you were interested in anything from the era.”

      “Who bought it?” I asked. “I will make an offer to the buyer and go about it that way.”

      I was irritated and I wasn’t going to hide my irritation. I didn’t appreciate shady businessmen and I got the feeling that was exactly what Emmanuel was. He needed money to fund his dig and was getting it by selling to anyone who offered. I had a name in the business and felt there should have been some respect for a business relationship that could have proved very fruitful for him.

      “I have other items I would like to introduce you to,” he offered.

      I took a deep breath. I would look, but I knew what I wanted. “Fine,” I muttered, giving him the attention he desired. None of it intrigued me. I was ruined. I wanted the statue. It was the find of the year and I wanted it in my museum.

      “Do you see anything that interests you?” he asked hopefully.

      I turned to face him. “Emmanuel, do you know who I am?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Do you know how much I buy from people just like you?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors.”

      I nodded. “Millions of American dollars every year. That’s how much I spend. I am someone who appreciates antiquities. I don’t mind paying an item’s worth and maybe a little extra with the understanding I would have first dibs on any future finds.”

      I could see him struggling. He was finally understanding the gravity of his mistake. “The offer was too high to ignore. It was more than generous, and it was made with the specific requirement that it be held back for her.”

      “Her?” I asked, intrigued by the idea of a woman buyer. I didn’t often encounter women in my business. It tended to be men, old men.

      “Yes,” he answered without giving any further details.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” I said, turning to leave.

      “I’ll walk you out,” he offered.

      “Emmanuel, I would really like to know more about the statue. Is it going into a private collection or a museum?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered. “It seemed to be more of a personal want. I don’t believe it was going into a museum or to be resold at auction. The buyer seemed very determined to get the statue. I’m not one to deny a pretty young woman.”

      I stopped walking. “A pretty young woman?”

      “Yes. She was here earlier to pick up the item. When I left her, she was taking care of all the necessary paperwork.”

      I nodded. I was beginning to understand what was really going on. I should have known. I should have known it couldn’t be a coincidence. I dismissed the thought. It couldn’t be. “Do you have a name for this mystery woman?” I asked again.

      He looked thoughtful. “I believe she was operating under an LLC,” he said. “I can’t quite remember the name.”

      I let the information sink in. There was nothing more for me to see. “I’ll be going,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Oh, there she is,” Emmanuel said. He pointed toward the parking area. I looked in the direction of the woman with her back to us.

      I didn’t have to see her face. I knew exactly who it was. What I didn’t know was why. Why in the hell would she come all this way to buy a statue she didn’t really want? Where was she planning to put the damn thing?

      “That woman purchased the artifact?” I asked.

      “Yes, sir. That’s her.”

      “Thank you,” I muttered and walked away from him.

      The woman was trying to bait me. Her leaving me this morning without a word was just the start of her little game of revenge. I had a feeling she was going to be a thorn in my side for weeks and months to come. I smiled at the thought. I couldn’t really be bothered by that fact. It could prove troublesome, but nothing I couldn’t overcome.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I was flying high. Elated. Satisfied. Everything. I had all the emotions. It felt good to have finally secured the statue that I was ninety-nine percent sure was from the days Caesar ruled the Roman empire.

      I wasn’t a historian, but I had done my due diligence before I ever forked out a penny. There was also the fact I knew Tyson was after the damn thing. That was as good a seal of approval as any. I trusted his judgment even if I didn’t necessarily trust him.

      The driver was waiting for me in the dark SUV I had rented for my stay. As it turned out, my stay was going to be very short. I was actually relieved. I didn’t want to spend another night with Tyson. No, not true. I did want to spend another night with him, which was why I absolutely could not spend another night with him. I always felt like I was handling C-4 when I was around him. He was dangerous. One little spark and things erupted.

      “Mae!” I heard my name and spun around with alarm.

      “Shit,” I breathed the word. It was Tyson. He was walking toward me with very long strides. Obviously, he knew.

      I waited, ready to go toe to toe with the man that deserved my tiny little bit of revenge. I was happy I could look him in the eye and see his face when he realized I owned what he wanted. There was nothing he could do or say to take away from my moment of victory. This round, I won. He knew it and I knew it. Now, it was time to sit back and gloat, just like he had done when he bought the family business.

      “Wait up,” he said again when I turned back toward the waiting vehicle.

      I stopped walking and turned to face him with my arms folded across my chest. “What?”

      “You left in a hurry this morning,” he calmly said. “I thought we could have breakfast together.”

      “I had things to do.”

      He grinned. “Like buy a statue you know I wanted?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe something like that. Although, technically, the statue was already bought and paid for before I showed up here. Today was just a formality.”

      The shit-eating grin on his face was not what I expected when he found out about what I had done. “Indeed. Want to tell me why you bought a statue that cost that kind of money? That’s not exactly quite as practical as a house or car or even a designer handbag.”

      “I needed it for the collection,” I answered without giving him any extra information.

      “The collection?” he questioned.

      I was surprised he wasn’t angry. I was actually a little bummed that he wasn’t upset. I expected fireworks. I wanted him to be pissed off and raging. I wanted him to feel like I had felt when I learned of the sale.

      “Yes.”

      “Who exactly are you working for that could afford or want that particular piece? Very few collectors back in the states were even privy to the information. It wasn’t even on the official market.”

      “I’m not working for anyone,” I replied, feeling a great deal of satisfaction at the confused yet slightly shocked expression on his face.

      “You said you had a job.”

      “I do.”

      He sighed. “Are you going to be this evasive all the time?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “Are you always going to be a self-serving asshole?”

      His mouth dropped open. “That wasn’t fair or accurate. I thought we were over that.”

      “Because we had sex?”

      “I guess, yes, because we had sex. A lot. A lot of really good sex. I told you I was sorry, and I thought I made my reasons for doing what I did clear. I thought we were in a good place.”

      “Nope.”

      He shook his head. “Nope what?”

      “Nope, I’m not over it just because we had sex. I won’t deny I like sex with you but that doesn’t mean I’m not still mad at you.”

      He mulled that over. “Okay.”

      Now it was my turn to be confused. “Okay what?”

      “You can be mad. I think I like angry sex with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not even close to what I meant.”

      “But you said it. Who are you working for?”

      “I told you I’m not working for anyone.”

      He rubbed a hand over his hair, mussing it up. I was thrilled to witness his frustration. “You have a job, but you are not working for anyone. Do I have that right?”

      I grinned and slowly nodded. “Bingo.”

      “You are your job?” he questioned with a furrowed brow.

      “I am the owner, manager, and curator, yes.”

      “Curator?”

      This was the one-two punch I had been waiting to deliver for weeks. “Yes. The curator of a museum. My museum.”

      The look on his face was priceless. If only there had been a camera recording it. No matter, I wasn’t soon to forget the look on the face of the man I both loved and hated. A slow smile spread over his face. “Your own museum? I guess congratulations are in order.”

      I shrugged. “Thanks.”

      “As the owner of your own business, you might be looking for ways to make money. Let me help you. I’ll buy that statue off you for more than you paid. You will already be adding to the black.”

      “No thanks.”

      He raised one dark brow. “No thanks?”

      “Yes, no thank you. I’m not interested in selling it. I’ve just barely bought the damn thing. I already know just the place it will go and do not care to sell it.”

      He slowly nodded. His eyes were scrutinizing as he stared at me. “Mae, what I said last night, all of it was true. I never meant to do anything that would or did hurt you. I never meant to cause you pain or sadness. I truly believed I could help you and your brother and sister by buying the business. It wasn’t a dig at you.”

      “I believe you,” I told him. “I really do. I don’t think you were trying to be malicious.”

      “So, can we be friends?”

      I smiled. “I don’t know. We’re competitors now. This statue isn’t about us being friends or not being friends. This is about business.”

      “Then, think of it from a business standpoint. You stand to make a tidy profit by selling me the statue. You’ll never have to worry about getting it insured or setting up a display. Let me help you.”

      That pissed me off. It was the exact wrong thing to say. “Help me? Because you think I’m incapable of managing on my own? You think I’m an idiot and can’t figure out how to run a profitable business because I don’t have a shiny business degree? Guess what, Tyson? It isn’t all about money. This is me wanting that statue and I got it. It’s mine. That’s what this is really about, isn’t it? I took something you wanted. Your answer is to throw money at it until you get what you want.”

      “That is not exactly the case, but yes, I do have the money to throw around. Yes, I do want the statue, but then you know that because you heard me talk about it. I shared my excitement about the find with you. I think you want me to be mad. This is step two of your revenge plot against me.”

      “Not everything is about you, Tyson.”

      He laughed. “But this is. How much, Mae? How bad do you want me to bleed? I’ll do it. I want to apologize and make it up to you. If that means buying the thing from you for far more than it is worth, so be it. What will it take for you to forgive me and for me to get my statue?”

      Now, we were getting somewhere. He was on the verge of begging. “There isn’t any amount of money in this world that would make me give this statue up. It’s mine and I plan on keeping it that way. I’m sorry if that doesn’t work with your plans, but I won’t budge.”

      He let out a breath and looked down at his shoes. “Okay.”

      I could hear the defeat in his voice and immediately felt guilty. Revenge wasn’t nearly as sweet as I thought it was going to be. I suddenly felt like shit. I did know how much he wanted the statue. His love for historical items was real. He loved his treasures like normal people loved pets. They meant a great deal to him. Truthfully, I didn’t think my revenge plot all the way through. I was not a vindictive person. I did not intentionally hurt anyone. That wasn’t who I was.

      So why was I feeling a tiny bit satisfied while I watched defeat take him down?

      “I need to go,” I said. “I have a flight to catch.”

      He slowly nodded, his eyes searching mine. “Can I call you when I get home?”

      “Why would you? I’m not selling you the statue.”

      “Because like I said, I want to be friends.”

      “You can call, but I make no promises I will answer.”

      He grinned. “Then I will call, and I will hope you will answer.”

      I knew he would. I would deal with that when it happened. I needed to get away from him before I did something stupid—like cave in and sell him the damn statue. Or kiss him. No more kissing. Kissing was off the table.

      I said nothing more to him. I got into the vehicle and asked the driver to take me to the airport. I told myself not to do it, but I did it anyway. I turned to look behind me, and sure enough, he was still standing there, watching me go.

      I blew out a breath, shaking off the myriad of feelings. Damn if I didn’t want the man. He was too damn sexy for my own good. Despite the little bit of guilt I felt for taking the statue, I did feel good. I felt accomplished. Not only did I get to give him a little dose of his medicine, I got a beautiful artifact that was very rare. It would attract visitors to the little museum and hopefully boost visitation.

      I wasn’t trying to become a millionaire or billionaire like Tyson. That wasn’t my goal. I wanted to prove to myself, Patrick, and Tyson that I could successfully run an antiquity business and museum all by myself. I didn’t need them to help out or tell me what to do.

      Benjamin was teaching me everything he knew. One day, they would understand just how mistaken they were. I was going to be successful without them. Success was truly the best revenge. I needed to prove it to myself. I needed to prove I was capable and had I been given a chance to run the family business like I saw fit, it could have been so much bigger and better.

      Patrick had screwed himself with that one. He should have let me try. I could have given him a steady income with very little work. He thought the windfall of money would sustain him for the rest of his days. I didn’t believe that was very practical. But why would he listen to me? I was just his little sister who didn’t know any better.

      Yes, I was still very pissed at Patrick. I wasn’t ready to forgive him quite yet. It wasn’t like he’d apologized. He was convinced he was in the right and I needed to just get on board. It would take a while before I welcomed Patrick back into my life with open arms. I didn’t hate him, but I had very little to say to him.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I picked up the magnifying glass and studied the coin between my fingers. It was not what the seller thought it was. It was far older and more valuable than he believed. The coin was part of a collection of coins from the Rome dig. None of the coins were all that valuable but they would make a nice addition to the Roman Empire display I was curating. Of course, the statue would have been the star attraction, but I wasn’t going to be bitter. I needed to keep moving forward.

      “Knock, knock.”

      I heard the familiar voice and popped my head up. “Alec?” I asked because I didn’t expect to see him in my office ever again.

      “In the flesh.”

      I got up, dropping the coin and magnifying glass. “What are you doing here?” I asked and shook his hand before gesturing for him to have a seat.

      “I had a few loose ends I needed to tie up,” he said with a smile. “I thought I would pop in and see how things are going.”

      I retook my seat behind my desk. He looked different. He looked happy and lighter almost. Rainy weather looked good on him. “Things are going all right,” I answered.

      He smirked. “I know that look and I know that tone. All right sounds a step above hell.”

      I chuckled and shrugged my shoulders. “It has not been hell, but there have been a few hiccups. All of which I blame on you.”

      “Me?” he asked with surprise. “I haven’t even been here. How can I be blamed?”

      “Because you weren’t here, and I had to deal with the public.”

      His laughter floated around the room. “You could hire someone to do that for you.”

      “As it turns out, the only person I would trust to do that job is now my stiffest competition.”

      “Really? That sounds interesting.”

      “Not that interesting.”

      He looked at me, like really looked at me. “What’s going on?”

      It was a pivotal moment in my life. I knew Alec. I trusted him. Even if he did leave me high and dry. I needed someone to talk to about the Mae situation. She was not returning my calls or texts. I thought we were going to move forward but her ghosting me told me otherwise. The last week had been rather miserable. The first day or two it wasn’t so bad. I told myself it was just her playing hard to get. She wanted to make me grovel. I was cool with that.

      She wasn’t playing hard to get. She was simply ignoring me altogether. There wasn’t a single return text, not even a fuck off. It was as if I didn’t exist and that was what was killing me.

      “I got mixed up with a woman,” I said.

      He looked very interested. He leaned forward in the chair. “And?”

      “And she ghosted me.”

      He winced. “Harsh. I’m sorry. How long were you together?”

      I smirked. “Something like fifteen years, off and on.”

      “What the fuck? Are you serious? You never told me you were seeing anyone!”

      “I wasn’t. I knew her fifteen years ago. It was her family’s business you put me in touch with. I bought her family business and now she isn’t talking to me.”

      He blew out a breath. “You knew her then, but why does that rain on your parade now?”

      “When you gave me the name of the business, I recognized it. I went to check it out and ran into her, Mae. We got together and you know about the trip to Israel. She really wanted to hold on to that family business. It wasn’t good for her. I know that, and her brother knew it, but she doesn’t see it that way. The business was stale. It wasn’t going anywhere, and it would have gone under or been taken over by someone else. I’ve tried to tell her I did her a favor, but she won’t hear it.”

      He shook his head. “Word of advice. Never tell a woman you did her a favor. They equate that to you taking away their power. You mansplaining a business she has been a part of for a long time is not going to win you any points.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You could have told me all this before.”

      “I didn’t know before.”

      “True.”

      “And now? Are you going to hire her? Will she work for you? She seems like an obvious choice because of her knowledge of the business.”

      I slowly shook my head. “There is no way in hell she would ever work for me. She’s too stubborn for that. As it turns out, she works at another museum.”

      “Which one?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. It shouldn’t be that hard to find out.”

      “And you can’t ask her because she isn’t speaking to you,” he said with a small laugh.

      I nodded. “Yep. That’s about the gist of it. You know that dig in Rome you told me about a couple of months ago?”

      “The one that claimed to be onto an old Caesar site?”

      “That’s the one. I reached out right away and discovered they had a statue. The pictures looked good. I was very excited about it. That thing would have been a huge deal. It is rare and I wanted it. I wanted it bad. She bought it out from under me.”

      He smirked before slapping a hand over his face. “No shit?”

      “Yes. I had no clue what she was up to. I ran into her in Rome and we talked. A lot.” When he raised an eyebrow questioning my story, I decided to be honest. I was already into the story with him. “We shared a hotel room. The next morning, she was gone. I got to the site after her. She bought it and refuses to sell it to me.”

      “That couldn’t have been cheap,” he commented.

      “No, it wasn’t. She used the money I paid them for the business to buy the one thing I really wanted. Isn’t that fucked up?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “Sounds like she did it on purpose. She wanted to get back at you.”

      “No shit,” I muttered. “I have offered to buy it. I offered to pay far over what she did, but she won’t do it. She has dug in and she won’t let me have it.”

      “You sound like you two are fighting over the same toy.”

      “She cannot possibly appreciate it as much as I do,” I argued.

      “I think she can if it means she is pissing you off.”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “Tell me more about this Mae person,” he said.

      I shrugged. “There isn’t much to say.”

      “Tyson, I’ve known you for a few years, and while I won’t pretend to know you on some deep personal level, I think I know you well enough to know when you are hung up on a woman. I know this because I have never seen it before. You like her.”

      “It doesn’t seem to matter. Every time I think I can be with her, something gets in the way. First, it was her brother, and now, it’s this nonsense. She is never going to let me into her life.”

      “You’re just going to give up?”

      “I’m not going to continue beating my head against the wall and getting nowhere.”

      He shrugged. “So you have to work a little.”

      “You don’t know Mae. I am going to have to work a lot more than just a little.”

      “I guess you bought the wrong business,” he said with a laugh.

      I frowned at him. “Gee, I wonder how that happened.”

      He chuckled. “You should have done your homework.”

      “I did!” I protested. “That’s the thing. I did my homework. I knew the family and the history and why I would be the best person to buy the business. I have told her over and over if it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else. Someone else would have fucked them over. Someone else would have pilfered through their stuff and gave them an unfair deal. You know how this works. You know how it is in the business. You have to buy low so you can make a profit. I’m not interested in making a profit off their business. I will use their stock to pad my museums and my personal collection.”

      “You keep overpaying for stuff and you are going to find yourself out of business,” he warned.

      I shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll be okay for a while.”

      “Suit yourself, but don’t make it a habit.”

      “Now that you know, what do I do? I want her. I need her.”

      “Tell her.”

      I scoffed. “It isn’t that easy. For one, she won’t listen to me or talk to me. And second, I can’t do that.”

      “What do you mean you can’t? Sure, you can.”

      “What am I supposed to say? I can’t just tell her I want her. Isn’t that wrong?”

      “You shared a hotel room. Twice that I know of. How is it wrong? I think it’s pretty clear she likes you a little bit. At the very least, she likes sleeping with you.”

      “I’m just supposed to walk up to her and tell her I want her?”

      He winced. “No. Not quite like that. Have you never wooed a woman?”

      “Woo?” I said the word with disgust. “What the hell is that? Do people do that?”

      He laughed. “Happy people with good relationships do. Rather, that’s what I have heard. I have wooed but I don’t know that I have actually done a great job with consistent wooing. If I had, I would not be sitting here a single man.”

      “You mean to tell me I have to regularly woo?” I stopped for a second, replaying the last few minutes of our conversation. It sounded ridiculous.

      “I’m saying you need to buy her flowers, send her a sweet message now and again. Surprise her. Show her you care. Show her you want her for more than a little roll in the sack. You have to strip down and bare your soul. Humble yourself to her.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked that idea. It would leave me vulnerable. “I’m not going to do that.”

      He shrugged. “Then you lose the girl.”

      “That’s awful dire.”

      “It’s the truth. You said you’ve been trying it your way and you have gotten nowhere. You do know the definition of insanity. Keep doing what you are doing, and you will not win her back.”

      “I didn’t realize you were such an expert on matters of the heart.”

      “I’m not expert level, but I’m going to make a wild guess I have more experience than you. I can see you are suffering. What is the worst that can happen? She shoots you down? At this point, she has already shot you down.”

      He had a point. “You’re right.”

      “All right, now that my work here is done, I need to get to the bank and take care of some paperwork. Keep in touch. I know you have that fancy jet. Take a trip out west and visit. We have museums out there too.”

      I laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you for giving me the pep talk. I have a new understanding of our fairer sex. They talk. A lot. I actually feel a little better.”

      He was laughing as he stood. “I’m glad I can be a part of the awakening of Tyson Helms.”

      “Thanks for coming by,” I said with a wave.

      Once he was gone, I settled back into my chair and mulled over all that he said. Wooing. Did men do that anymore? Obviously, I knew about the flowers and stuff, but I honestly thought that was just shit they did in the movies. From what I knew about Mae, I didn’t think she would appreciate the traditional things. Maybe I could present her with a rare artifact from my collection. I had a feeling that was a little more her speed.

      Then again, could I really show up with a thousand-year-old relic and expect her to swoon? I didn’t think that was really her style. It certainly wasn’t mine.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I was checking the list of inventory I had taken over the last week against the inventory Benjamin presented me with. I winced when I saw the discrepancies. Benjamin was getting up there in years, and although he was generally sharp, I did notice a few moments where he seemed to drift off. I needed to do another check before I took the problem to him. I didn’t know if the items were simply misplaced or if they had been stolen. There was a vast storeroom that I had yet to go through. I was really hoping the items were pulled off the floor and put into storage.

      I didn’t believe the missing pieces were overly valuable but there was certainly a cause for concern. The museum was clean, and it seemed to run smoothly, but the books were a mess. I was not an accountant or a business major. I was going to need professional help to sort through the mess.

      The displays were outdated. That part, I was looking forward to doing but not until I figured out what was what. I needed to know what I had and what I didn’t. There was also a small issue of authentication and checking the provenance on some of the items. Benjamin had been in business long enough to have things that were immune to some of the laws, but I wanted to make sure everything was squeaky clean. I didn’t dare take on a business that could land me in the slammer.

      “Ah, there you are, my dear,” Benjamin said as he walked into the office that was still his as we moved through the transition. I knew he was reluctant to leave the museum. I understood how he felt. He had a sentimental bond with the place. Retirement and fishing were calling but he knew nothing else except for the museum. Change was scary.

      I looked up and smiled. He was eighty and moving a little slower. “I was just going over the inventory.”

      He made a face. “I always found that incredibly boring.”

      I didn’t say it, but it was pretty clear he found the task boring, which was why he didn’t do it. “I need to do another run through.”

      “Are we missing something?”

      I offered another smile. “I’m not sure. You have a vast inventory and it is easy to overlook a few things now and again.”

      “I must admit, I rarely do inventory. It isn’t like the things can grow legs and walk off.”

      “But people can steal from you,” I pointed out.

      He waved a hand. “I’ve only ever hired honorable staff.”

      “Benjamin, it isn’t just your staff you have to worry about,” I gently lectured. “Only a handful of those cases lock.”

      He waved a hand. “None of the good stuff was left unlocked.”

      I tried to remember I needed to be patient. He was my elder. My parents didn’t teach me a lot, but respecting my elders was something that came naturally. “I’m not worried,” I assured him. “I’ll doublecheck everything. I’m sure I’ll find it. If not, we will write it off as a loss.”

      He nodded without looking the least bit concerned. “I’ve got that paperwork all finished. Soon, all the final details will be done, and I can set sail for greener pastures.”

      I laughed. “I think you are mixing your metaphors.”

      “Why don’t we get dinner tonight?” he asked.

      “You are crazy, Benjamin. I think it is best to keep our business and personal lives separate. I don’t want to mix things up.”

      “Oh, you’re a smooth one, letting an old man down easy. I’m sure you have lots of practice.”

      “I don’t,” I told him.

      “You mean to tell me the young men in this city don’t fall on their knees and beg for your hand in marriage?”

      “You are such a player,” I teased.

      “Don’t hate the player, hate the game,” he said with a wink.

      I was sent into a fit of giggles. “I had no idea you knew anything about the game. Where do you get these sayings from?”

      “I’m not so old.”

      I raised an eyebrow, not daring to question his statement. “You are as old as you feel,” I said once I managed to get my giggling under control.

      I saw movement on the screen where the many cameras around the museum were fed into. I squinted my eyes and focused on the screen. It was Tyson! What in the hell was he doing in my museum? I quickly reined in my shocked reaction.

      “I need to go,” I said and got to my feet.

      “Go?” Benjamin questioned.

      “I see someone I know.”

      Benjamin turned to look at his screen. He stepped close to the monitor. “Who is that?”

      “No one to worry about,” I told him and left the office.

      I went out onto the museum floor, taking a few seconds to watch him as he stood in front of a display and stared at the bust of a Roman leader. He was probably looking for the statue. I smiled with satisfaction that he couldn’t even see it. Not yet anyway. It deserved a place of honor in the museum and a lot of pomp and circumstance to unveil it.

      “Looking for something?” I asked him as I stepped out of the shadows.

      He turned to look at me. Those damn eyes. They just about made me weak in the knees every damn time. He was wearing a pair of what looked to be new jeans in a dark blue with a black dress shirt, rolled up at the sleeves with a couple of buttons undone at the top.

      “I believe I found it,” he said with a smile.

      “Oh? And what would that be?”

      “You.”

      “Me? Why are you looking for me?”

      “Because you don’t answer my calls or return my texts,” he replied.

      “I’m not sure why you are looking for me, but I think you have wasted your time coming here. I’m not going to sell you that statue.”

      That sexy, lopsided smile threatened to make me giggle like a schoolgirl. “I didn’t come to ask that.”

      I looked around the museum. “Nothing here is for sale either. This isn’t a mall and you are not going to do any window shopping.”

      He slowly shook his head. “I’m not in the market to buy anything. I was admiring the collection. It’s been a while since I have been in here. I see your hand in the changes.”

      “How can you know it is my hand?”

      He walked to a display that I had only recently arranged. “This is you.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because it has a woman’s touch. I can practically hear you saying the words that are engraved on that plaque. It’s good. It’s really good.”

      I wasn’t going to be swayed with pretty words and compliments. “I’m going to lunch. Look around. You might find something interesting.”

      “I’ll go with you,” he said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You said you are going to lunch. I have not eaten. We’ll have lunch together.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That is very presumptuous of you.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a presumptuous man.”

      I really wasn’t going to lunch but it felt like I had to go now. It was my excuse to get away from him. I didn’t want to be near him. He was too tempting and made me think things that I probably shouldn’t. Even now, I could feel my heart racing. Being in close proximity to him was wreaking havoc on my libido. I felt completely out of sorts.

      “I’ve got things to do here,” I said.

      “You just said you are going to lunch.”

      “I am. I will. I didn’t mean right this very minute.”

      “Didn’t you?”

      He was toying with me. “Stop it.”

      “Stop what?”

      I closed my eyes. “You’re impossible.”

      “Are we going to lunch or not? You practically begged me to go with you and now you are making excuses.”

      I blinked, my mouth dropping open and then snapping shut. “What?”

      “Fine, I’ll buy, but you really are a very pushy woman.”

      I stared at him. I was so confused. I looked left and right and then turned to look over my shoulder to see if he was talking to someone else. We were clearly not in the same conversation. I looked at him again and saw the silly smile on his face. He was teasing me. Tyson, the always serious man that had the consummate poker face and revealed nothing, was joking.

      Two could play at that game. “I’m not a cheap lunch date.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      “This changes nothing. You don’t get to play with my statue.”

      He grinned. “Not even a little?”

      “Not even if you beg.”

      “I guess I’ll just have to ask again after you have been fed. You are usually much more amiable after you have eaten.”

      “What? That is not true! And it is more than just a little rude!”

      He chuckled. “But it’s true.”

      It was true. I could admit it. He would know better than anyone. The little time we’d spent together had left me starving because we always found ourselves in a sex marathon. I did get snappish and a little cranky, but it was born out of starvation and exhaustion.

      “Whatever. How much time do you have?”

      He quirked one dark, bushy brow. “Should I call my pilot and have the jet fueled?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, but I want food. You don’t get to run me through a drive-thru and throw a hamburger at me like I’m a zoo animal.”

      He laughed. “When have I ever done that?”

      “Um, let’s see. It was after you and Patrick picked me up from a football game. I said I was hungry. You guys were pissed Mom and Dad made you come and get me. Both of you were supposed to be going to some party and picking me up was some horrible chore. You literally threw a cheeseburger at me.”

      He looked ashamed. “I don’t remember that, but I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      “I promise I will take you to lunch and make up for those past sins.”

      “I’m sure it will be a small drop in the bucket of the many grievances I have against you.”

      He nodded. “Noted. It will be the first of many kind deeds I will do to make up for all the horrible things I have done to you.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t think you have that much time left on this earth.”

      “Is that a threat?” he joked.

      “No, but let’s be honest. You only have one life and you’ve burned through a lot of it. You would need three lifetimes to make up for all you have done.” I didn’t mean it to sound so serious, but it came across that way.

      He looked as if I had slapped him. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice sounding as if he was in pain.

      “I was joking,” I told him. “Really. I don’t need you to make up for anything. Our history is just that. It’s old news. It should be buried and never dug up again.”

      “I really am sorry for all the wrongs I have done to you. I know this sounds cliché, but I would like to start over.”

      I smiled. “Why don’t we start with lunch? Like you said, I might be more amiable after I have eaten. And maybe I’ll let you see my statue.”

      His sweet smile warmed my heart. “That sounds like an excellent beginning.”
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      I was going to take advantage of every minute I got with her. I was trying a new approach, something that seemed to be working. I abandoned my stick-in-the-mud persona and tried something fresh. It felt good to be lighthearted. I was going to try to be that way more often.

      “Uh, I said expensive, but this seems to be a little more than I bargained for,” she said when my car came to a halt outside the five-star restaurant.

      “I told you I was going to treat you to the best lunch in town. I think this place should provide.”

      “I can honestly say I have never eaten here. It’s a bit pretentious.”

      I smiled. “It is, but I have eaten here many times, and they can boast they have the best food. It is good.”

      “We’ll see,” she said with a lighthearted tone.

      I was immediately recognized and shown to a table. Sometimes, it was good to be me. Sometimes, my wealth kicked open doors I wouldn’t have been able to get through as the man I was ten years ago. I didn’t want to flaunt my privilege, but I wasn’t ashamed to use it once in a while.

      “I recommend the shrimp scampi,” I told her after our waiter left to get our drinks.

      “I think I’m going to take your word for it,” she said with a bright smile.

      We ordered and then there was an influx of nervous tension. “How have you been?” I asked her, feeling a little dorky.

      “Good. Busy.”

      “How long have you been working at the museum?”

      “Working at?” she asked.

      “Owning? I’m not sure what the situation is.”

      “I own. Operate. All of it.”

      “Good for you,” I told her, meaning every word. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Thanks. That means something coming from you.”

      That made me feel good. “How is Hayden?”

      “She is doing very well.”

      “Good to hear. Have your parents given you any more trouble?”

      She shook her head. “No, which is strange. I have no idea what Patrick said to them but it’s like they fell off the face of the planet.”

      “That’s probably a good thing, right?”

      She sighed. “Yes and no.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She hesitated. I knew it was a very personal situation. I didn’t want to press. “I don’t hate my parents. Patrick does. Hayden doesn’t either. I don’t like them most days, but I don’t hate them. I keep hoping there is a chance that one day they will get their shit together. I would like to have Christmas dinner together as a family one year. I would like to have kids and have my parents in their lives.”

      “You’re not ready to let go,” I stated.

      “Yes. Exactly. They are alive. How can I just abandon them? Isn’t there supposed to be unconditional love?”

      I was not the man to ask. “I think you have to make sure you are not being hurt by a toxic relationship.”

      “I suppose. I feel immune to their toxicity now though. It certainly used to be a real problem, but now, I just accept it as who they are. I don’t listen to much of what they say. Their words don’t hurt me. Not anymore.”

      I hated to think they used to. “I think it’s a good thing you are an independent woman who can take care of herself. You have Patrick and you have Hayden. You’ll be okay.”

      “You do it on your own,” she said. “I can’t imagine how hard that must be.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t even think about it anymore. I’ve been alone a long time. It isn’t terrible.”

      I didn’t want our lunch to turn into some therapy session. I didn’t want to open up old wounds and let the sadness and despair ruin what was my one chance to get her to talk to me again.

      “Not terrible, but not great,” she commented.

      “Tell me more about this museum,” I said. I wanted to switch gears, steer the conversation away from darkness.

      “What would you like to know?” she coyly asked. “You have seen it.”

      “I have seen it. I have been in it before. Some people say your museum is the only one in the entire area that could compete with mine.”

      Her bright smile told me she knew that. “Hmm, interesting.”

      “I am surprised you were able to buy it so easily. From what I understand, the owner is an old eccentric who refused to even consider offers.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been checking me out.”

      “I’ve been checking you out since I first laid eyes on you.”

      Her eyes flashed. It was that same look that usually came right before I kissed her or plunged inside her. “Did you find anything interesting?” she asked.

      “I did,” I answered. “I would like to look a little closer, but I like that the museum is focused on Roman history. I think there is room in this world for the both of us. I have a fondness for Egyptian history and it is clear the curator of that museum liked the old Roman times.”

      “I love Roman history. I feel like it’s a little easier to follow because we have the Bible to reference, kind of like a tour guide. I knew the moment the opportunity came up that I wanted it.”

      “I’m surprised the owner was willing to sell,” I said with the hopes she would tell me how she managed to make that happen. Not to mention the cost. I knew it couldn’t have been cheap, and with her buying that statue, she was likely stretched beyond her means. Her financial situation was none of my business, but I was curious.

      “I don’t think he was willing to sell,” she answered.

      “No?” The waiter delivered our plates of food, asked us if we needed anything else, and then hurried away. I was dying of curiosity and had to know. “He didn’t want to sell but you persuaded him?”

      She looked down at her plate, pushing her fork around. I knew her well enough to know she was hesitant to tell me. I should have told her not to worry about it or apologized for being so nosy. I couldn’t do either of those things because I really wanted to know.

      “I inherited it,” she finally said, lifting her gaze to mine. “He gifted it to me.”

      I didn’t bother trying to hide the shocked expression on my face. “He gave it to you? Like he just signed over his entire business to you? Do you know this man? Is he a relative?”

      “Yes, he gave it to me. We are in the process of transferring ownership. No, he is not a relative and I do not know him.”

      “You’re jerking me around,” I said with a laugh.

      “No, I’m not. I own the museum.”

      “I’m sure you do, but no one would just give a complete stranger a museum.”

      Her slow grin made my cock jerk to attention. It was that same slow grin she did before she lunged at me or moved in a way that made me feel as if my head would explode. “But he did. I didn’t buy it. I own the museum. Sometimes, people do crazy things.”

      “But why? Why you? Why wouldn’t he sell the museum and make a handsome profit? Who is this guy?”

      She softly laughed. “Sometimes, it isn’t always about money. Sometimes, it is about something far more important.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Integrity.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “The man gave you his museum because he has integrity?”

      “Because I do. Because he wanted to make sure his treasures were left in the hands of someone who would respect the collection and see it for more than a quick paycheck. He wanted the museum to be more than a business transaction that yielded some big windfall of cash.”

      “He found the right person,” I agreed, much to her surprise.

      “Really?”

      “Mae, you have always been all about doing the right thing. You have never been driven by money, fame, or popularity. I remember you always being the person who wanted things that cost almost nothing.”

      “Like?”

      I shrugged. “You used to tell me a night under the stars was worth more than a fancy dinner. I remember a specific occasion I wanted to take you out. Patrick was out of town for some debate team thing and it was our one chance to go on a date without him seeing us. I saved for weeks to take you out and then you told me you just wanted to go somewhere quiet, just the two of us. Even back then, you were more focused on the memories over the tangible things in this world.”

      “Maybe it’s because of my long history with antiquities,” she reasoned. “I see all the precious treasures that have been left behind. I’ve read the stories. People put so much energy into things that don’t mean shit when you are taking your last breaths. I love the memories. Even when I am at my loneliest, I have memories to keep me company.”

      I was in awe of her. She was so beautiful and unique. “Good point.”

      “What about you?” she questioned.

      “What about me?”

      “Are your museums the most important thing in this world to you?”

      It was a loaded question. One I needed to carefully navigate. The problem was, I wasn’t sure how to answer. “Many things are important to me, but there is just one person that really matters.”

      Her gaze held mine. I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. My pride got in the way, but I hoped she knew I was talking about her. I didn’t think I even knew how important she was to me until that very moment.

      “Hayden’s school sent out a notice to parents asking if there were any suggestions for an end of the year field trip. It needs to be something educational but fun. I was thinking about offering my museum for her class.”

      “That’s generous,” I said.

      She smiled. “Teaching kids about history is important. I think they can learn and absorb so much better when they can touch and see with their own two eyes rather than read about it.”

      I nodded. “True.”

      “It would be a free day,” she proceeded to explain. “I wouldn’t want to use class funds to pay an admission fee, even a discounted fee. My museum is nice, but it isn’t all that big. They would be through the museum in an hour or two.”

      Again, I got the feeling she was going somewhere with her story. “True,” I agreed without saying anything. This was her show and I was going to let her run it, even if I had a pretty good idea where it was headed.

      “I was wondering if you would be interested in joining me in offering the class a free admission day. A lot of these kids are from homes that are not able to afford the regular admission fee. They will never get the chance to visit one of our museums. I hate the idea of these kids missing out on the chance to see history up close and personal because of a lack of money.”

      “I agree.”

      “We could work together on this. Have half the kids start at your place while the other half is at mine and then switch. It would keep the numbers small and allow everyone the chance to see everything. With your interactive displays, the kids would get a turn if there was a small group instead of a large one. I know there are the pushy kids that will squeeze out the quiet ones. I want each of them to get a chance to see and learn.”

      I smiled as I watched her talk. She was very animated, and it was clear she was passionate about sharing the gift of history. “I will be in touch. I need to talk with the director. I think it’s a great idea and a little free advertisement.”

      “Thank you. Seriously, thank you. It could end up being a thing for a lot of the schools.”

      I grimaced. “I don’t know if I’m on board with that. Teenagers everywhere.”

      She burst into laughter. “You make them sound like cockroaches.”

      I grinned but said nothing.
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      I left work just after four, anxious to pick up Hayden. I spoke with the director at my museum and ironed out a plan for the tour. The woman was a little cranky and seemed to take her role as director a little too seriously. She only worked part-time but seemed to think she was the boss of all things. Benjamin told me he hired her back in the nineties. The woman was as much of a fixture in the place as some of the antiques.

      She argued long and hard that a rush of screaming children would be bad for business. I reminded her these were teenagers on the verge of adulthood—not toddlers. It came down to me telling her it was going to happen and her begrudgingly agreeing to host. It wasn’t like I needed her to do anything except stand around. I would personally be handling the tour.

      I pulled into the pickup line, waiting my turn to make it to the front of the school where the kids were milling about in small groups. I spotted Hayden talking with another girl. She immediately spotted my car and rushed toward it.

      “Hi!” she said with a great deal of enthusiasm.

      “You’re in a good mood,” I commented.

      She shrugged. “I had a good day.”

      I pulled out of line and drove around to park my car in the visitor’s parking area. “I wanted to chat with you about something really quick.”

      She looked around. “Here?”

      “Yes. I read the note from the school about the end of the year field trip. I have an idea.”

      “Oh?”

      “I was thinking you guys could visit the museum. Is that totally lame or do you think the other kids might appreciate it? I haven’t talked with the principal yet. If you think it’s lame and the other kids might make fun of you for being a nerd or something, tell me. I don’t want to do anything that isn’t cool.”

      She laughed. “Like I care about that stuff. I think the museum would be cool. It’s better than some of the other ideas, like visiting the Liberty Bell again. Who hasn’t been there?”

      I smiled. “Then you are okay with me offering the museum?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, because I am going to go in now and talk with the principal. Do you want to go with me or hang out in the car? I don’t want my uncoolness to reflect badly on you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Because I’m so cool. If anything, you might make me a little cooler.”

      We got out of the car and went against the tide of students and faculty members exiting the building. We made our way to the office, and fortunately, the principal was free. No students misbehaved and were held after. That had to be some kind of miracle.

      “Good afternoon,” the middle-aged man with a very wide bald spot on top of his head greeted us. “Please have a seat.” He looked at Hayden, trying to place her.

      “My name is Mae Kendell, and this is Hayden Kendell.”

      He looked at me with obvious confusion. He was probably trying to figure out how she could be my daughter. Technically, it was possible. “What can I do for the two of you today?”

      “I got the notice about ideas for field trips,” I started. “I own a museum with a heavy focus on the Roman Empire. I would like to offer my museum as a destination. I have another museum owner who is willing to offer his business as well.”

      “Which museum is that?” he asked.

      “Historical Estates operates it,” I answered.

      “The one with the Egyptian stuff?”

      “Yes.”

      He sucked in a breath through his teeth. “I thought the museum you own didn’t like the big machine? I spoke with the owner a few years back at a convention and he didn’t have a lot of nice things to say. Are you his daughter?”

      “No. I’m the new owner.”

      “I’m sorry. It is a nice offer, but our school cannot afford the admission to both museums. I’m not sure we could pay for one. It’s too much to ask parents to pay. The bulk of our student body hovers just above the poverty line.”

      “No! It would be free. We are offering a tour of both museums at no cost.”

      “Oh,” he said, leaning forward. “That changes things.”

      “We propose splitting the class in two, with one group going to the larger museum and the other to mine. This will make it more manageable and give the kids the best experience possible.”

      He slowly nodded. “Completely free?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. We will not charge a penny.” I probably should have made sure Tyson was on board with the idea before I committed him to it. I was sure he would do it, but I didn’t have his spoken approval.

      “Then I don’t see why not. We have had several offers but none quite as appealing or intriguing as yours. I will need to run it by the eighth-grade teachers, but I think the idea of mixing history with a little fun is the perfect choice. I’m sure some of the students will complain we aren’t going to a waterpark, but the liabilities are just too great. Not to mention, young teens in skimpy bathing suits is a nightmare to deal with.”

      I laughed. “I can only imagine.”

      “I’ll be in touch to arrange a date.”

      I got to my feet and handed him one of my new business cards. “Just give me a call.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Kendell,” he said. I didn’t correct him on my name.

      Hayden and I walked out of the school. I was excited about the upcoming field trip and I couldn’t really explain why. It wasn’t like I was going on the field trip.

      “Are you sure you are okay with this?” I asked Hayden as we climbed into the car.

      “I am. Why are you so excited about this?”

      I shrugged. “Because I want the next generation to see the history. I want them to smell it and touch it. I know history isn’t the coolest thing when you are thirteen, fourteen, or even sixteen. There are more exciting things like cars, makeup, and boys.”

      She laughed. “When you were my age, did you like history?”

      “I did. I was a nerd. I will admit I kind of put history on a backburner when I turned fourteen or so, but it has always appealed to me. I hope to inspire just one kid to go into the field.”

      “And you think that will happen with a visit to your museum?”

      “It could. Let’s go get some ice cream. I want to celebrate.”

      “Before dinner?”

      I started the car as I laughed. “I am not your mother. I’m your sister. As your big sister, I get to spoil your appetite. Plus, I want ice cream and it would be rude to eat in front of you.”

      “Works for me.”

      I ordered Rocky Road and Hayden got a dish of bubble gum. We sat down in the hard chairs and dug into our ice cream.

      “How is school?” I asked her, remembering how great I felt when my parents acknowledged I was even in the room after a day at school.

      “It is good. There’s a guy I like. He’s really cute but I’m not sure he likes me.”

      It was easy for me to be dismissive of what was a trivial matter in the grand scheme of things but in her world, it was a big deal. “What does he look like?”

      “He has dark hair and dark eyes. He plays basketball and is taller than almost all the other boys at school.”

      “Have you talked to him?”

      She smiled. “He’s in three of my classes. We talk sometimes.”

      “Is he nice?”

      “Nicer than the other boys,” she answered. “He doesn’t throw stuff at the girls or cuss a lot.”

      It was sad that was the bar that was set. I wouldn’t tell her she could do better. That was not what she wanted to hear. She wanted me to encourage and support her. “That does sound nice. Do you guys talk on the phone?”

      She gave me a look. “Nobody talks on the phone. We text.”

      I didn’t dare ask if the texts were appropriate. I was almost afraid to know the answer. “Do you know what high school he will be going to?”

      “Mine,” she answered with a huge smile.

      I laughed. “I see. I guess that means you have talked about the future.”

      She blushed. “We aren’t serious. We are not even officially dating. We are just talking.”

      “You will have to point him out to me. I would love to see what this young man looks like. What is his name?”

      “Jared,” she answered. A pretty blush spread over her cheeks. I was glad she was happy. I just hoped Jared didn’t turn out to be a little punk. I wanted to know what he looked like so I could find him and threaten him if he dared fuck with my sister.

      “That’s a good name. Nice and strong. Did you watch him play basketball this season?”

      She looked down at her ice cream. “No. I couldn’t go to the games. I did try to go to one, but I was too afraid to take the bus home by myself.”

      I knew what she was saying without actually saying the words. She didn’t ask for a ride home from any friends for fear our parents would embarrass her. They couldn’t be bothered to pick her up from a game or give her money to take a cab. “Will he be playing in high school?”

      “I don’t know. He’s really good. I hope he makes the team.”

      “If he does, I will make sure you are at every game to support him if you want.”

      Her face lit up. “Really?”

      “Absolutely. I wouldn’t mind going with you if you aren’t too embarrassed to be hanging out with an old lady like me.”

      “I would love that! You would really go sit at a boring game?”

      I nodded. “I would. I used to like watching basketball when I was in high school.”

      “I cannot wait for high school. I think it is going to be a lot of fun. Maybe a little harder but I can’t wait.”

      “Is Jared going to be on the field trip?” I questioned.

      “Yes, but you cannot say anything to him.”

      “How can I? I don’t know what he looks like. I suppose I could just stand at the front of the line and shout his name.”

      “No!”

      I giggled. I enjoyed teasing her. I probably wouldn’t have dared tease her even a few weeks ago. Things were different now. I could be her big sister at times while offering her the guidance she needed to get through the next few years. She didn’t know it yet, but they were going to be challenging and send her into crying fits more than once. I would be there for her. “All right, let’s make a deal. You very quietly point him out to me and I won’t say anything. I just want to see what this guy looks like.”

      “Fine, but you have to promise you won’t say a word.”

      I made a cross over my chest. “I promise. Now, we should be getting home. I probably should feed you something better than ice cream.”

      “Anything but mac and cheese. I swear if I have to eat mac and cheese again in this lifetime, I will die.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Mom’s specialty.”

      “Then mine. I swear when she did go grocery shopping, it was straight to the mac and cheese aisle and out after she loaded up her cart with every brand of the nasty crap.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, hating that the perfect day was ending with thoughts of them.
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      I checked the time and realized it was still early but there was nothing more that demanded my attention at the office. I was looking forward to going home and enjoying a quiet night. Not that it was anything different from how I spent every other night. But tonight, I had a date with a new documentary about an archeological dig a hundred years ago. I was a nerd and I didn’t care.

      I turned off my computer and got to my feet. “Hello?” I heard Mae’s voice call out. A second later, she appeared in the doorway.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Leaving?” she asked.

      “I was thinking about cutting out for the day. What brings you by?”

      “I just wanted to finalize the plans for Monday,” she said.

      “Ah, the big field trip. Have a seat.”

      She sat down, dropping her purse on the floor and crossing one leg over the other. In the skirt she was wearing, I could see a long expanse of leg. She was wearing red pumps that were sexy and daring and extremely enticing.

      “Did you work out the details with your director?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I did. I’ve decided it is in the best interest of the museum and the students to close the museum for the duration of their visit.”

      “Really? Isn’t that going to cost you a lot of money?”

      I shrugged. “It’s only a few hours. Like you said, we are shaping the young minds of the future. I want to make sure I am doing my part to make sure future civilizations remember us and our ancestors.”

      “Are you claiming the Egyptians as your ancestors?” she said with a laugh.

      I shrugged. “It could be true. We all had to come from somewhere. Our parents and their parents and you get the idea.”

      Her pretty laugh warmed my heart. “I think I’ll claim Cleopatra from my great to the hundredth power grandmother.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Of course, you would.”

      “Thank you for doing this,” she said. “I know it isn’t really your thing. And you certainly don’t owe me anything.”

      “I want to do this.”

      “Even if it’s a favor to me?” she questioned.

      “Yes. I don’t see it as a favor to you. It’s for the school.”

      She slowly nodded. “I know you are mad at me. You have every right to be. Kind of.”

      “Why would I be mad at you?”

      “Because I bought that statue. I know you wanted it and I bought it.”

      I smirked. “Because you were mad at me.”

      She pulled a face. “I was.”

      “As in past tense? Are you not mad at me anymore?”

      “Oh no, I’m still pissed, but maybe not as pissed.”

      I laughed. “Got it. But that is a good step forward. I’ll take it. And I’ll work hard to make sure I never make you mad again.”

      She let out a very unladylike snort. “I don’t think you should say things you can’t promise.”

      “I’ll try not to make you angry,” I corrected.

      “I look forward to seeing that. I think you should also try to sell me an oceanfront property in Arizona.”

      I laughed. “Are you saying I’m destined to make you angry?”

      “You always have. Why should there be a change now?”

      “Because I want to make a real effort this time,” I told her. “I will admit I didn’t think too much on it before, but I will now.”

      She smirked. “I guess we shall see.”

      “How is the museum business coming along?” I asked. I wanted to keep her talking. I didn’t want her to leave. The only thing waiting for me was an empty house and a nuked dinner.

      “It’s good. I’ve been working on cleaning things up and doing some rearranging. I hope to add on to the museum one day. The shop next door is vacant. I want to knock out the wall and expand the museum.”

      She was beaming. “You have found your true calling.”

      She shrugged. “I guess I have. This is one of those situations where I had to lose everything to gain what I really wanted.”

      “You didn’t lose everything,” I pointed out and immediately knew I should not have opened my mouth.

      “I lost what truly mattered to me. At least, I thought it mattered. I think I was more connected to the idea of what I wanted it to be. It wasn’t real. I suppose it was a little foolish, childish, and completely stupid to think it could ever be what I thought it was.”

      That was a huge step forward. “Does that mean you have forgiven Patrick?”

      She scoffed, uncrossing her legs and then crossing them again. “Not a chance in hell. Not yet. I want to make him squirm a bit. I’m still pissed that he did what he did, and I won’t be forgetting it anytime soon.”

      “What other plans do you have for the museum?” I questioned, wanting to keep her in that chair.

      The bit of darkness that had crowded into the room evaporated. “I want to get new lights. You’ll think I’m a copycat, but I want the kind of lights you have.”

      “My lights?”

      “Yes. They are bright but they don’t damage the artifacts. I hate to admit it, but the museum is a little dark and drab. I want it to be bright and inviting. I only wish I had time to do it before the school tour.”

      “I can put you in touch with the company that did my lighting,” I offered.

      “Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      “Do you know your eyes get bright and you become very animated when you talk about your museum?” I asked her.

      She laughed. “Like you do when you talk about one of your artifacts.”

      “I guess we have a lot more in common than we realized.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not.”

      “I know we do.”

      “I was wondering if you would like to be at my museum for the tour. And then I would go over for the second tour at your museum. As you know, they decided not to split the class to different times. They could only get one bus.”

      “I did speak with the activities director or something like that. It’s fine.”

      “Good. Thank you again for being so amenable. The kids will one day appreciate it.”

      “Are you giving the tour at your museum?” I asked.

      “I think so, yes. The director wants to do it, but I’m not sure she has quite what the kids need. I don’t even like talking to her. I want the museum to be interesting and fun. If they have to listen to that old crone drone on, they will tune out. They won’t hear a damn thing. They will never want to come back.”

      “Ah, I see,” I said with a grin.

      “What do you see?”

      “You are securing your business by ensuring you have paying customers down the road.”

      She giggled. “That isn’t necessarily my goal, but it would be nice to increase revenue a bit.”

      “I would love to be a part of your tour.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Why does that surprise you?”

      She shook her head. “Because you are the expert. You have the degree. I’m just me, a fledgling business owner trying to make it work.”

      “Mae you are not a fledgling at anything. I’m a little worried about the competition you will bring to the field. I never met the previous owner, but I have been in that museum. I will confess, I never thought of the museum as competition. It seemed more like a hobby than an actual business.”

      “Hey!” she protested.

      “I mean that as a compliment. You have already made obvious changes and I know you. You are going to make it great. You’ve already got grand plans.”

      “I do have plans and it will be great. I think I’m going to have a big grand opening and invite you, Patrick, and even my parents. I’m going to rub my success into your noses.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I think if you tell me about it, it won’t be nearly as satisfying.”

      “It will be very satisfying. Of that, I’m sure.”

      “I will be front and center while you rub my nose in your success. I wouldn’t mind rubbing my nose in other places.”

      She blushed and waved a hand. “I should get going. I need to figure out what to make for dinner. It’s so strange to think about taking care of someone. I can’t just decide I’ll drink a glass of wine and munch on popcorn.”

      “I’m sure she appreciates your effort.”

      “I am learning to cook, and she is my poor guinea pig. She eats anything I put in front of her. Except macaroni and cheese. She has an aversion to that one, which sucks, because it’s about the only thing I can make well.”

      I laughed. “I would love to offer to help but I suck at cooking anything more complicated than scrambling an egg.”

      “I hope we never get snowed in together. We’ll starve.”

      I looked at her, not hiding my desire. “I wouldn’t mind getting snowed in with you. I can live off popcorn and wine.”

      She looked at me, her eyes flashing with heat. “Thank goodness it’s spring and we don’t have to worry about that ever happening.”

      If money could buy a snowstorm focused on just my house, I would pay millions. I would give just about anything to be locked in a house with her with no interruptions from the outside world. It would be just me and her, much like it had been during our trip abroad. I was selfish. I wanted her all to myself.

      “You never know,” I said with a grin. “We could always get a late snowstorm.”

      “I’m going to go,” she said and jumped to her feet. “I do look forward to the tour.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” I offered.

      “Thanks.”

      I walked her all the way to the car. She paused, staring into my eyes as she stood outside her car. I wanted to kiss her. A quick gentle kiss, no pressure. I saw her eyes drop to my mouth and knew she was feeling what I was. She wanted me just as I wanted her.

      “Mae,” I said, asking for permission.

      She hesitated for a second before she stepped away and opened the car door. “I should go. I’ll see you Monday.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      She smiled and got into the car. I watched as she drove away. I hated that I was a coward. A strong, confident man would have asked her out. A man that wasn’t afraid of getting his heart trampled would tell her how he felt. I couldn’t bring myself to kiss her, let alone ask her out. Deep down, I knew if I didn’t make a move, she would forget all about me. She would never make the first move.

      It was easier for her to walk away. She had a family waiting for her. She was a beautiful, intelligent woman and would move on. I would be stuck pining for her and kicking around my museum filled with things that were supposed to make me happy. All of my treasures meant nothing. I would gladly give it all up if it meant I could have her.

      I walked toward my waiting car and climbed in the back. Ready to go home and drown my sorrows with a stiff drink.
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      I stepped out of the shower and quickly toweled off before slathering on lotion. I caught a glimpse of myself in the foggy mirror and stopped to look closer. I turned left, then right, seeing myself as Tyson saw me.

      I knew all women had some insecurities and even some men. I stood facing the mirror, rubbing my hips that I always thought were too wide, too fleshy. Tyson always paid so much attention to my breasts and hips. He kissed and groped and acted like he loved the little bit of extra I carried.

      I reached out, rubbing my hand over the mirror to clear it. My green eyes stared back at me. My wet hair hung around my shoulders. Tyson was a handsome man. Gorgeous, really. I didn’t think I was beautiful. He always called me beautiful. He made me feel beautiful. I smiled as I remembered some of his words. He did have a way of making me feel like I was the sexiest woman on the planet.

      I decided I was going to dress with him in mind on Monday. For now, I needed to stop staring at my nudity like a vain woman and get dressed. Hayden would be chomping at the bit to get to the party being held at Carrie’s building. The residents were having an outdoor barbecue in their courtyard. Hayden’s friend would be there, and the girls wanted to hang out. I was looking forward to spending some time with Carrie as well. Since I had the museum, I was always busy. No more impromptu visits in the middle of the day or hanging out at a café.

      “Mae!” Hayden shouted from outside the bathroom.

      “I’m coming,” I called. “Fifteen minutes.”

      I finished dressing and ran a brush through my hair. Hayden was in the kitchen, eating a bowl of cereal. I put my hands on my hips. “You rushed me, and you are still eating?”

      “I wasn’t eating then,” she said. “You took so long I decided to have another bowl of cereal.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fifteen minutes. Finish eating and I’m going to throw in a load of clothes.”

      She jumped up from the table. “No!”

      “No?”

      “I’m done. If you start doing laundry you are going to get busy and we will never get out of here.”

      “It’s a barbecue. It isn’t like there is a set start time and if you are late they forbid you from entering.”

      She scowled at me. “We are already late.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      We made it to Carrie’s building. I struggled to find somewhere to park. It seemed everyone in the city was at the barbecue. Instead of going up to Carrie’s apartment, we made our way out back. I was glad I had the foresight to stop and pick up several bags of chips. I hated showing up empty-handed.

      We quickly spotted Ben and Carrie and made our way over to them. We had barely sat down on the blanket with them when Hayden saw her friend and abandoned me in a hurry.

      “How are you?” I turned to Carrie.

      “Good. I wasn’t sure I would recognize you.”

      I laughed. “I’m sorry. The museum is taking a lot of my time. I’m sure once things settle down, I will have a lighter schedule.”

      “Do you want a lighter schedule?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You threw yourself into work so you wouldn’t have to think about all of it.”

      I bit my lip. “I hate that you know me so well.”

      “What’s your answer?”

      “Maybe in the beginning, but it isn’t so bad now. My heart doesn’t sting.”

      “Good. I’m glad it has helped.”

      “It has immensely.”

      “What about your hot man?” she asked, waggling her eyebrows.

      “I don’t have a hot man.”

      “Liar. You know who I’m talking about.”

      I looked at Ben, who seemed preoccupied, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk about the situation in front of little ears. Carrie must have understood and sent the little dude to play nearby. I watched him for a few moments and wondered what my child would look like. I felt a bit of panic when I realized I was picturing a child with Tyson. That was not going to happen.

      “Tyson is trying to be nice,” I finally said.

      “Trying? Is he failing?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “No. He isn’t failing. Not yet. I’m sure he will.”

      “Way to be positive.”

      “He doesn’t have a great track record. But we are giving museum tours on Monday for Hayden’s class.”

      She raised a brow. “We?”

      “Me and Tyson,” I said with a grin. “I asked him if he would be willing to provide the class with free admission for their field trip. We will start with mine and then they will go to his. I’ve invited him to tag along.”

      Her smile told me exactly what she was thinking. “Interesting.”

      “Don’t say interesting. Tell me what you are thinking.”

      “I’m thinking it sounds like you guys have a connection. You asked him to join you?”

      I shrugged. “I want to make sure the kids have a good experience. I am not too big to confess my museum is not nearly as grand as his.”

      “You two are a perfect couple,” she commented.

      “We are not.”

      “Yes, you are. You have to see that. Some couples have matching cars or matching tattoos. You have matching museums.”

      I smirked. “Not exactly.”

      “It’s cute, and one day, you will see it.”

      I brushed her comments to the side. “Speaking of couples, Hayden has a crush.”

      “What?” she squealed. “Tell me everything.”

      “I’m hoping to see the young man on the field trip. I want to check him out and threaten his life if he messes with her.”

      She burst into laughter. “You are turning into a mama bear.”

      “I have a great example. We can be co-pilots in our little helicopters.”

      We both giggled at the image. “How convenient for you and Hayden. Should I pack tissues for you guys?”

      “Tissues?”

      “Because you are both going to be drooling. I don’t want you to embarrass yourselves.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You are ridiculous.”

      “Am I? Do you know you have a glow about you when you talk about him?”

      I waved a hand. “You are being ridiculous.”

      “I’m not. I’m serious. He makes you happy.”

      “He infuriates me!”

      She slowly shook her head. “If you truly wanted nothing to do with him, you could just walk away. You took a museum that was his direct competition? Isn’t that a way to stay connected to him?”

      “No, it is a way to be a thorn in his side,” I retorted.

      “Ah, but that would prolong your connection. If you wanted to be away from him, you could have taken a job anywhere else.”

      I shrugged. “The museum is the perfect place for me to put my statue.”

      She laughed again. “Which he wanted. Again, you have yet another connection to him.”

      I wasn’t going to win with her. “It’s business. It was only natural for me to gravitate toward something I know and love.”

      “Benjamin sure is a godsend. He walked into your life at exactly the right time.”

      I smiled. “Yes, he is. I guess pitching a fit in public is one way to get noticed.”

      “What will you do after the field trip is over?”

      I was confused. “What do you mean?”

      “What will be your next excuse to associate with him?”

      I let out a long sigh. “You are not going to let this go, are you?”

      She grinned. “Nope. Not until you admit what you want.”

      “I liked him at one point and we have had some great sex but that does not mean I want the man to be a permanent fixture in my life. The only thing between us is business. We work well together.”

      She nodded. “You would make a great team. You should join forces.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Let’s go get some food,” she said and got to her feet. She grabbed Ben’s hand and led him to the tables that were set up with an assortment of food.

      I followed her into the line, picking up my paper plate. “Did you decide what you were going to do with Ben next school year?”

      She groaned. “No. I am torn. I want to keep him with me always. I feel like I’m the only one that can protect him. How can I trust teachers and the school to keep him safe?”

      “Because they would single your child out of the thousands of other kids that have survived kindergarten?”

      “Where’s your boyfriend?” she shot back.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Did I touch on a sensitive nerve?”

      “Shut up. You know I hate when you call me out on being too protective. I can’t help it. He’s all I have.”

      “I know. I don’t mean to tease but I do think you have to give the kid a little leeway. He needs to gain some independence.”

      “I cannot wait until you have your own kids. I’m going to make so much fun of you.”

      “I don’t think kids are in the cards for me,” I told her.

      “Why? I thought you said you wanted kids one day.”

      “I did until I figured out that required a man in my life.”

      She laughed and leaned close to me. “Not necessarily.”

      “True, but I think my destiny has been decided. I will be Hayden’s mom. She’ll grow up, get married, and have a family. I’ll get to be the cool aunt slash cooler grandma. I get a double pass to spoil her kids.”

      We carried our burgeoning plates back to our spot near the edge of the courtyard. It was then I realized the chosen spot was well out of the way of the raucous crowd. It was obviously an effort to keep Ben from getting trampled.

      “I think you will have a handful of kids before you know it, especially if you keep up these clandestine meetings with your hot archeologist.”

      “Oh my god. You are a dog with a bone. Drop it.”

      She pushed on as if I said nothing. “Does Hayden like him?”

      “She doesn’t know him.”

      “Yet,” she quipped.

      There was no point in arguing with her. Truthfully, it was pointless to argue in general. I was starting to feel like I was arguing with myself. I was trying way too hard to convince myself that I felt nothing for Tyson. It was a fight I was losing more and more often. My long list of excuses about why I couldn’t be with him was growing shorter by the day. If he persisted with the nice thing, I was going to be picking at the little things to try and keep myself from wanting him.

      “You should bring Ben by the museum one of these days,” I told her. “He can give me some ideas about what kids his age want to see.”

      She scoffed. “He is into dinosaurs right now. If you have dinosaur bones, he will be thrilled.”

      “Nope, no dinosaurs but I have some images from Pompeii.”

      She looked horrified. “No! I don’t want him seeing that stuff! I have seen it and it is horrifying. Those images and casts of dead children are awful.”

      “It’s history,” I reminded her.

      “Find something less violent.”

      I slowly shook my head. “Unfortunately, the Romans weren’t known for being docile. There is death and violence throughout history.”

      “Then I will be keeping him out of museums.”

      “It’s not all doom and gloom. It’s about how they lived. Please, bring him. I have an idea I want to test on him.”

      “Are you going to make him into a mummy?”

      “Wrong museum. I want to make a Roman kitchen. We have some replicas of kitchen tools. You know how kids have toy kitchens. I want to set up a little market and they can have baskets and go shopping.”

      She was smiling as I talked. “You are so good at what you do.”

      “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I pulled out my Air Pods and tucked them in the pocket of my Nike joggers. I was breathing hard as I walked up the driveway to my house. The run made me feel alive. A little dead but definitely alive. My muscles twitched and burned. I strode through the door and made my way into the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of water, and went upstairs to my bedroom suite.

      I needed a shower. I was sweaty and stinky, and my muscles were begging for the soothing massage from the water. I spoke aloud, cuing up the music from my home entertainment system and began to sing along to CCR.

      I put my face up to the water, and my eyes closed as I thought about Mae. She claimed to like my physique. I was going to work very hard to keep in good shape for her. I thought about the way she touched me, kissed me, ran her tongue over my chest. I couldn’t wait to spend time with her on Monday. Even if we were going to be surrounded by a bunch of teenagers that were probably going to be bored out of their minds.

      I wanted to be near her. I wanted to catch her scent in the air. I wanted to see her smile when she saw something that amused her. I got out of the shower, deciding not to shave for the day, and pulled on a pair of faded black sweats.

      I was starving. I went back to the kitchen in search of food. That was the problem with running. Once I showered and my heart rate slowed, I was always ravenous. It defeated the point of exercising, but I couldn’t help myself.

      I tore into one of the frozen burritos I nuked in the microwave. I took several large bites before finally coming up for air. The ringing of my phone prevented me from digging in for another enthusiastic round of scarfing.

      “Hello?” I answered with my mouth still full.

      “Tyson! It’s Patrick!”

      I was surprised to hear from him. The last time we talked had been in the diner. I wasn’t sure I could call him friend, but I hoped to one day. Assuming he was okay with me seeing his little sister. That was non-negotiable.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Are you working today?”

      “Nope. I’m stuffing my face at the moment.”

      “Come out on my boat with me,” he said.

      “Your boat?”

      He laughed. “Yes, the boat you bought for me.”

      I chuckled. “Where are you?”

      He told me the marina. I knew it and promised him I would be there within the hour. He ordered me to bring beer, which I happily agreed to do. I changed into shorts and a tee, packing along a jacket just in case it got chilly.

      Just as I stepped out the door, I had a thought. Did he know? Was he inviting me out on his boat with the plan to ambush me? Patrick could be scrappy when he wanted to be. I wasn’t exactly a weakling, but I wasn’t interested in sporting a black eye when I gave my museum tour on Monday. If he wanted to talk like adults, I was game. If he thought to threaten and bully me like he did all the other men who dared date his sister, I wasn’t going to put up with it.

      My driver dropped me off at the marina. It didn’t take much to find the boat which was just shy of being called a yacht. He was spending the money in a hurry. I only hoped he was being smart about it. I didn’t notice a Ferrari in the parking lot, which was a good sign.

      I put up a hand and waved. “Aye matey!” I shouted.

      Patrick looked up from whatever it was he was looking at. He waved back. “Ahoy!”

      We sounded like a couple of fools. I stepped aboard. “Damn. This is nice. I never knew you were one for sailing.”

      “I never knew it either. I’ve always thought about it but never got the chance. Thanks to you, here I am.”

      I held up the small cooler with the beer I brought covered in ice. “Is this the maiden voyage?”

      “It is, and lucky for you, I won’t be at the helm.”

      “You’re not driving your own boat?” I questioned.

      “No, as it turns out, you’re not supposed to drink and drive any type of vessel.”

      I laughed. “I can’t imagine why,” I teased. I opened the cooler and handed him a bottle of the light amber ale. “I guess there’s no reason for you not to have a few drinks then.”

      He took the beer and quickly opened it with an opener he carried in his pocket. He opened one for me before letting the hired captain know we were ready to set sail. When he came back, he gave me the short tour before we settled in on a pair of very comfortable chairs on the deck. We both put on our sunglasses and settled in with our cold beers.

      “I take it life is treating you well now?” I asked him.

      He grinned and held up the beer. “Very well. I’m sure the honeymoon period will be over soon, but for now, I’m enjoying the freedom. I’m sure I’ll get bored or realize I have no purpose in life. Not for a while though. I have worked since I was thirteen. This is the first real vacation I have taken. Ever.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      “How is the museum business? Have you incorporated our stuff into your displays?”

      I slowly shook my head. “No. Not yet. Honestly, I’ve been just as busy. I’m down my righthand man. It’s just me running the show.”

      “Hire someone.”

      “If only it were that easy.”

      “It is. Hire a service to hire someone. It’s that easy. Take it from me. You do not want to spend every minute of your life in that museum.”

      “I don’t. That’s part of the problem. I wish I could. I find I’m stuck in my office taking care of paperwork and chasing down new leads. It’s boring. I used to be able to go to dig sites without worrying about what was happening with the business. Alec always had everything well in hand.”

      “Hire someone. Hire two people. It isn’t like you can’t afford the staff. Life is too short. Buy a boat.”

      I laughed. “Why would I do that? You have a boat. When I want to go out, I’ll call you.”

      “Please do,” he replied. “I am a little bored of my own company.”

      “Are you and Mae talking yet?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. She will answer questions about Hayden and basic stuff, but she’s still pissed. I keep trying to tell her she should be thanking me. She never would have gotten that museum if she was stuck in our old offices.”

      “I’m guessing she doesn’t see it that way. Did she tell you about that statue she bought?”

      He laughed. “She did. When she told me what she was doing, I was pissed. I couldn’t believe she spent that kind of money on a stupid statue. We never dealt in such expensive goods. It’s a crapshoot. Selling the things are hard. We tried our hand at it a few times and barely made any money and ended up sitting on the damn inventory for far too long.”

      “Did she tell you why she bought it?”

      “She didn’t say much of anything,” he replied.

      “I was supposed to buy it. It was all arranged. She scooped me. She bought the damn thing right out from under my nose.”

      Patrick bellowed a deep rumbling laugh. “Holy shit. That girl is ruthless.”

      “No shit. That statue was something I wanted. I wanted it badly.”

      “And that’s exactly why she spent that kind of money. I did see she’s garnering a lot of press for it too.”

      I nodded and downed the beer. “It will definitely be a nice boost for her museum.”

      “She seems happy. Really happy. I really only wanted what was best for her.”

      He and I both. I just wished I was what was best for her. I wanted to be best for her, but I wasn’t sure I could ever be good enough for her. “I think she has found her niche. She is going to turn that place into a booming enterprise. I’m proud of her.”

      Patrick turned to look at me. He gave me an odd look. My little spidey sense was suddenly heightened. “I wish she could find a man like you. She needs someone that can see how smart she is and how driven she is. Someone who will support her and not give her any shit about having a teenage girl living with her.”

      I smirked. “I don’t know that there are many men like me. I’m not sure Mae would want someone like me. Then again, any man would be honored to have her. I would. I would cherish her and treat her right. I would make sure she never felt slighted or like she wasn’t worthy.”

      His grin scared me a little. Did he know? Was the call to the boat and the twist in the conversation all an attempt to get me to confess my sins? I worried I had just stepped into a big steaming pile of shit. “But thank God it isn’t you.”

      “What?” I blinked. “What isn’t me?”

      “She will never be with you, but hopefully someone like you.”

      I nodded but said nothing. What could I say? Patrick was still the same old Patrick. He had very high standards for his sister. That was the problem with him knowing me too well. My past wasn’t perfect. I was young and dumb right alongside him. I liked to think I had risen above and pulled myself out of the trenches. Hell, I knew I had.

      Couldn’t Patrick see I was the right man for her? Did I dare argue with him? Plead my case and tell him how I felt for his sister?

      He turned away and looked out at the water. The moment had passed. I didn’t dare bring it up. Not when he could throw me overboard. I was a fair swimmer, but I was not an excellent swimmer.

      “What do you have to eat on this thing?” I asked after several minutes. “I’m starving.”

      He chuckled and threw his legs over the side of the chair. “I don’t know for sure. Let’s go to the galley and see.”

      “Now you are trying to act like you know all the boat language,” I teased.

      “I was thinking about joining a boat club. I don’t want to be the dipshit newbie. I need to get in the habit of talking like a sailor. Or a boater. It’s not a yacht so I’m not sure what I can call myself.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “I have a few suggestions.”

      We both laughed and headed down the short flight of stairs. The cabin was clean with the dark wood polished to a high shine. It was a nice boat. A really nice boat. “What do you want?” he asked, opening the refrigerator. “Looks like we have cheese and meat and some fresh fruit.”

      “I’m a man, not a bird. Please tell me you have something more filling than that.”

      “You could go fishing,” he offered.

      I groaned. “Is there bread? Can I make a sandwich?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “How do you not know what’s in your kitchen?”

      “Because someone else stocked it for me.”

      I shook my head. “You are living like a king.”

      “Damn straight I am. For now, anyway. I’m going to soak up every minute of it.”

      I didn’t blame the guy. When I started making money, I too had gone a little wild with my spending. After not having money most of my life and then getting a windfall, it was too hard to resist the temptation to shop. I bought all the things I could never have, like name brand clothes, a car, and stupid shit. It felt good to spend money.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed the few ingredients I needed to make the new recipe I was attempting. Cooking was not my strong suit. I wasn’t the typical woman who spent her childhood hanging out in the kitchen with her mom and picking up valuable skills. I was great at using the microwave. I could bake a frozen pizza or lasagna like nobody’s business as well.

      But now, I had a kid to think about. I didn’t want to send her into the world as unprepared as I was. I wanted to give her the best chance at making it out on her own without relying on expensive, unhealthy frozen food. I just hoped I didn’t kill her by poisoning her with my cooking skills.

      “All right, it says to put the oil in the pan and heat it after we have breaded the chicken,” I read the recipe from my phone.

      “How much oil?”

      “Two tablespoons.”

      I watched as she measured the oil and dumped it into the frying pan. We were both probably being way too cautious with the measuring, but we were inexperienced. We couldn’t eyeball anything. “All right, drag the chicken through the egg and then the breadcrumbs and put it in the pan.”

      Hayden looked at the raw chicken and curled her lip. “Gross.”

      I laughed. “You can wash your hands when you are done.”

      She reached out and daintily grabbed a chicken breast with the tips of her fingers. I watched as she followed my directions and dropped it into the pan. “Is that it?”

      “Cook on each side for five minutes, then cover and reduce heat,” I read aloud.

      I observed while she did what I said. She put a lid on the pan and turned to look at me with a huge smile on her face. “I did it!”

      “Yes, you did. Now, the real test will be eating it. Let’s put that bread in the oven and I’ll open up the bag of salad.”

      “Don’t strain yourself,” she teased.

      I laughed, reaching for a bowl. “This is me teaching you how to cook. I’m the teacher and you are the student.”

      “I think they call this the blind leading the blind.”

      We both laughed again. It was nice hanging out with her and having fun. The first few weeks she had been with me were tense. She was sad a lot and very nervous. She constantly worried about my parents coming to take her back. She also dealt with a lot of guilt over leaving them. She took care of them a lot and worried no one would be there for them.

      Having her laugh and joke in the kitchen was a beautiful sound. She was changing. She was slowly coming out of that shell she was stuck in. I was so happy for her. I was still wrangling with my own guilt for not acting sooner. I reminded myself to keep looking forward and put the past behind us.

      “I think it’s done,” I said after stabbing the chicken a couple of times.

      “Let’s eat!”

      Before we got the chance to dish up, there was a knock on the apartment door. We both looked at each other. “Are you expecting someone?”

      “No. You?”

      I slowly shook my head. “Nope. Maybe Patrick? He probably smelled food and came running.”

      She giggled and followed me to the door. I opened it and strongly considered slamming it shut. My mother, looking pale and unwell, was standing on the other side. “Go home,” I said.

      “Mae, I want to talk. I want to see my daughter.”

      I didn’t point out we were both her daughters. It was pointless to do so. She always favored Hayden. For whatever reason, I always got the impression my mother never truly liked me. I used to think it was because she was jealous of my relationship with my father, which was really not a relationship at all. After years of reflection, I realized she was incapable of loving anyone except herself.

      “Go away,” I said and started to close the door.

      “Mae, wait,” Hayden said from behind me in a small voice.

      “Please, Mae. I would like to talk to you both.”

      I sighed, warring with myself over what was the right thing to do. If it was just me, I would have slammed the door in the woman’s face. But I remembered what it was like to be Hayden’s age. I remembered how desperate I was for my mother’s attention and affection. If I denied Hayden the chance to get that, she might resent me and leave. I didn’t want her to go back to that unhealthy home. I was going to have to bite my tongue. Grin and bear it. It was for Hayden.

      I stepped back and opened the door wider, gesturing for her to come inside. “We were just about to have dinner,” Hayden told her. “We have plenty. Would you like to eat with us?”

      I wanted to strangle the child. It was bad enough I had to let the woman into my apartment, but now I was supposed to share a meal with her. I hoped like hell it tasted like shit. I didn’t want her to like the food and come back for more. It was exactly why you weren’t supposed to feed stray animals. My mother was a stray. She would stop by for food now and again and then disappear until she decided she was hungry again.

      “Thank you, Hayden,” she pleasantly replied. “I would love that. It’s been too long since we’ve talked.”

      I kept my back to them both. I didn’t want them to see me grinding my teeth. “I’ll get another plate,” I mumbled.

      Hayden was buzzing around the kitchen. She set the table and all but served my mother. She was eager to please the woman who had been mistreating her for years. It made me sick to see my mother smiling and preening, occasionally shooting me a look that said she was winning.

      “How have you been, sweetie?” my mother cooed.

      Hayden’s smile was the only thing keeping me from throwing the woman out on her ass. “Good. I’m getting all A’s in my classes. I already signed up for classes for next year.”

      “Really?” she exclaimed. “That is amazing. Good girl.”

      “We’re going on a field trip tomorrow. Mae set it all up.”

      My mother shot me a look. “Did she now?” she asked with a tight smile.

      It was difficult to look at my mother and see the hatred in her eyes toward me. It was like she really ran hot and cold. When she spoke to Hayden, it was all flowery words and pretty smiles. When she spoke to me, it looked like she was eating glass.

      “Yep. I’m really excited for it. It’s the last field trip of the year.”

      “That is great,” my mother answered.

      We managed to get through the dinner without any bloodshed. It was close at times. I told myself at least a million times I could be cordial to the woman for Hayden’s sake. If Hayden wanted a relationship with her mother, I could not and would not stand in her way. I would encourage her to be friendly from a distance.

      Looking at my mother now, I could see she was high. Not as high as she normally was, but she wasn’t stone-cold sober. I wasn’t sure she would ever be completely sober.

      “I’ll clear the table,” I said and got to my feet. I had to put some distance between myself and her. She’d just started talking about the new purse she wanted. My parents subsisted off the retirement fund my father had been smart enough to start when he was younger. Between that and the small amount of money they got when Patrick officially bought the business, that was it. I didn’t understand how they survived, and I didn’t care.

      “Hayden, sweetie, are you ready to come home?” I heard my mother ask. She was trying to whisper but my apartment was wide open living space.

      I dropped the plates into the sink and spun around. Hayden looked at me. I waited to hear her answer.

      “I—” she started.

      “This isn’t the time, Mom,” I said and stepped toward the table. “One dinner does not make any of this okay.”

      “You do not get to tell me when I can see my own daughter,” she spat.

      “I can tell you to get out of my apartment,” I said and walked to the couch to grab the purse she dropped.

      “Mae!” she shouted. “You can’t treat me like this!”

      I yanked the purse and thrust it at her. In her inebriated state, she dropped the damn thing. Pill bottles rolled out of the overturned bag, along with a baggy of something I didn’t even want to begin to guess what was inside.

      No one moved. We all stared at the contents dumped on the floor. I dropped to a squat and picked up one of the bottles. It was a prescription in someone else’s name. I grabbed another bottle and found another name. My heart was pounding so hard, I was sure it would bounce out of my chest.

      “How dare you?” I seethed. “You brought this shit into my house. This is the last straw. Get out. Don’t you ever come back.”

      “I’m not leaving without my daughter,” she argued as she quickly stuffed the spilled contents back into her purse.

      “You are leaving. You can walk out of here or I will have the police drag you out of here.”

      “You little bitch,” she snapped as she got to her feet. “You don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do.”

      “In my house, yes, I do. Get out.” I walked to the door and opened it, gesturing for her to get out.

      She turned to look at Hayden. “Sweetie, come home with mommy. We can work this out. I need you.”

      I grabbed her arm and yanked her backward. “Get out. Don’t you dare say a word to her. You don’t get to need her. She’s a thirteen-year-old girl. You are supposed to be there for her, not the other way around.”

      She glared at me. “There is something seriously wrong with you.”

      “Yes, there is. It’s called the product of a shitty upbringing and I’m not about to let you do that to another child.”

      I shoved her just hard enough to get her out the door before I slammed it shut and threw the deadbolt. I was shaking so badly, I was afraid I was going to vomit. I turned around to look at Hayden. I hoped she didn’t hate me for throwing her out. She had to know I was only looking out for her.

      I stepped toward her. She was still standing near the table, unmoving. “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’m okay.”

      “I’m sorry. She is not in any condition to have you back at home.”

      “I don’t want to go back,” she whispered. “She’s still using.”

      I slowly nodded. “Yes, she is. I won’t let you go back there. I promise I will fight that woman to keep you out of her clutches. I know you love her, and I know you see her being normal and kind but it’s not the real her.”

      “I know.”

      “If you want a relationship with her, I understand, but please, don’t go back there without me. It isn’t safe.”

      Her lip quivered. “Okay.”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “No. I get it. Thank you for taking care of me. You really are the best big sister in the world.”

      I reached for her, pulling her into my arms, and comforted her as she cried. I hated what she was going through. I felt so protective of her. I wished I could move far away. Maybe I would. Maybe I would get that townhouse I was thinking about and not leave a forwarding address. Hayden and I could hide in the city and my parents would never find us.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      My driver stopped in front of the coffee shop. I jumped out and ran inside to pick up the order that I called in before we left my house. I was probably acting foolishly, but I didn’t care. I was excited to spend the day with Mae. I didn’t care that a hundred bratty teens would be accompanying us on what I was calling a date.

      The driver pulled to a stop in front of Mae’s museum. I immediately noticed the new sign. It was attractive and bold and would certainly call some attention to the place. Before, a person could have easily missed the fact there was a museum tucked into the old brick building at all. She worked fast.

      I walked up to the entrance and tried the door. It was locked. I checked the time and saw I was early, but I knew she would be inside. She would be making sure everything was just perfect for the tours. I knocked on the door.

      An older woman came to the door, opening it slowly as if she were afraid I would pounce. “We’re closed,” she said in the most unfriendly tone ever.

      I smiled. “Yes, I know. I’m here to see Mae.”

      “You could call her.”

      “I could, but I’m here to see her. My name is Tyson Helms. She’s expecting me.”

      She let out a long sigh. “I know who you are.” She begrudgingly opened the door.

      “Thank you,” I said with another smile that was completely ineffective against the woman’s dour attitude. “Is she in her office?”

      “No.”

      I waited for her to tell me where she was. “Then is she on the roof?”

      The woman scowled at me, clearly not a fan of my humor. She pointed in the general direction of where I hoped Mae would be. I was going to recommend Mae fire that woman in a hurry.

      I found Mae dusting a display. She was wearing a tight, short skirt with a white blouse tucked in tight. The black, spiky heels she wore made me think of sex. Her hair was in an updo with little strands hanging down over her neck. I was tempted to go to her and press my lips to the back of her neck.

      “Good morning,” I greeted.

      She jumped. “Oh my gosh. You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry. I brought you some coffee.”

      Her face lit up. “Thank you. That is very sweet.”

      “You are welcome. Are you ready for the day?”

      She blew out a breath. “I think so.”

      “You’ll do fine. I saw the sign out front. It looks good.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You are going to see an increase in customers,” I said.

      She laughed. “I am kind of good at PR and marketing. Not great at the books, but I can market the hell out of this place.”

      I nodded in agreement. She was good at that kind of thing. She could talk to people and sell anything. It was where I was sorely lacking. I hated talking to people. I didn’t know the first thing about marketing. My one foray into the public-relations sector ended with a nasty story printed in the paper. I learned my lesson and had no intention of repeating that fiasco.

      I helped her tidy up displays that really needed no tidying. She was nervous. As was I. I couldn’t explain why I was nervous, but I was.

      “Are you ready?” I asked her after we had made two sweeps around the place to make sure everything was perfect.

      She nodded. “As ready as I can be.”

      “Is Hayden excited or is she one of those kids who will pretend she doesn’t know you?”

      Mae laughed. “Like me?”

      “Different story with your parents.”

      “True. I think she will talk to me. She better or I will embarrass the hell out of her.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. The boy she likes is supposed to be here. She is supposed to point him out to me so I can see what the boy looks like.”

      I groaned. “Boys? Already?”

      “She’s thirteen. This is only the beginning.”

      “Should I go home and get my shotgun? I can scare the hell out of the kid.”

      Her sweet smile warmed my heart. “No. Not yet. I want to know his face though, just in case.”

      “I’ll keep my eye on him,” I offered as I reached out to touch her arm.

      She looked at me, then my hand. “It’s you who I’m going to need to keep an eye on. You are trying to be smooth.”

      “I would like to think I am smooth. Do I really have to try?”

      “Yes.”

      I grinned. “Then I will try harder.”

      Before she could come at me with a witty comment, the door was opened, and a stream of loud chatter followed by a horde of teenagers flooded into the museum.

      “Showtime,” she murmured under her breath. She stepped toward the crowd, waiting for everyone to find a spot in a semi-circle around her. “Good morning!”

      There were a few responses, but the enthusiasm was lacking. I stayed in the background. It was her show. I was only there as an observer.

      “Hello?” she asked. “Can anyone hear me? Who has their Air Pods in?” There was a ripple of small laughs through the crowd. She was warming them up. “Who is super excited to be here?”

      When no one answered, she made a big show of putting her hands on her hips. “Hey! This stuff is awesome! Who has ever played Assassin’s Creed?”

      There were a few hands that went up. “The true gamers in here will know there is a new version coming soon and guess where it will be set?”

      “Rome,” someone called out.

      “Yes! Rome! Ancient Rome to be exact. I am going to take you through some pretty cool displays that will show you how those Roman gladiators you all love to play at lived. You’ll get to see their tools, their weapons, and a bunch of other stuff. When you go into the game, you are going to know exactly what it is you are seeing. Assuming the game creators know a thing or two about the time.”

      “Do you have real gladiator stuff?” a young boy asked.

      “I do,” Mae answered.

      “Is there blood?”

      She laughed. “It’s about two thousand years old. You might see some stains which you can decide if it’s blood or dirt or something else.”

      “Cool,” a couple of the boys said.

      “Did they wear togas?”

      “Some of the men did,” she answered. “We’ll get into that as we get moving along. There are a few rules.”

      A collective groan ran through the crowd. She didn’t let it bother her and kept talking. “No touching unless it says it’s an interactive display. Some of these things are thousands of years old. I will be very sad if you break them. Everyone take your turn looking and then kindly move out of the way so the rest of your classmates can see. There are a lot of displays that contain tiny items like coins, beads, and jewels and you’ll want to be up close and personal to see them.”

      She was a natural. She was talking to them like they were her friends stopping by for a visit instead of unruly kids. I could see the change in the crowd of teens since they came through the door. They were listening to her, actually listening. I wished I could hire her as a guide for my museum. She had a natural talent.

      “All right, let’s get started. You guys have a busy day today. You’ll walk through ancient Rome. Then, you’ll get to go to the other museum and check out ancient Egypt. For anyone who doesn’t know, the Romans stomped all over the Egyptians. I think that means my museum is the winner.”

      I had to chuckle. “But mine is cooler.”

      “Mine has gladiators. You can’t beat gladiators.”

      The kids laughed as she taunted me. “The Egyptians are much cooler,” I argued. “They had King Tut and pyramids.”

      “And mummies,” one of the kids said.

      I pointed my finger and grinned. “And mummies.”

      “I have Pompeii.”

      I waved a hand. “You see dead people. Big deal.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. The kids were clearly enjoying the banter. I liked it as well. I wasn’t used to the lighthearted approach to something I felt was all very serious. Looking at the faces of the kids and seeing their engagement told me I had been doing it wrong for too long.

      I followed along, mingling with the group as Mae started the tour. I hung on every word she said. The way she spoke, her facial expressions, and the way she asked questions to keep the kids engaged was impressive. Maybe I was biased, but I was pretty sure she was one of the best tour guides in the world. Better than the team I had in my own museum. Maybe she could teach a class on how to do it.

      It wouldn’t matter if someone mimicked her word for word. Mae had charm and charisma and a special something that was unique to her. The tour was over too quickly for my own tastes. I would have loved to listen to her all day.

      “Well?” she asked, coming toward me while the kids were given some time to look around on their own. “Did I sound like I knew what I was talking about?”

      “You know you did. You could have read an encyclopedia to those kids and they would have hung on every word.”

      She laughed and swatted at my arm. “I don’t think so. I hope I managed to entertain them. It would be really nice if they went home and told their parents. Then maybe the parents would bring the whole family.”

      “Now, you’re thinking right.”

      “Hey, I do know a little something about advertising. I think I’m going to reach out to some of the other local schools.”

      “Really?”

      She shrugged. “Why not? I wouldn’t do it until next school year when I’ve had time to make the changes I want to do.”

      “You are going to burn yourself out,” I warned.

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      “When are you getting that statue out?” I asked.

      “Next week. I’m planning a big unveiling. I had a custom case made for it and have been busy working on the background information I want to include in the case.”

      “Am I invited?” I asked.

      “To?”

      “The unveiling.”

      She winked. “You’re the guest of honor. I want you to be front and center when I unveil it. I want to see you turn green with envy. I want to witness the drool.”

      I laughed. “I knew it was a revenge plot.”

      “Not at all, but I know you want it. We always want what we can’t have.”

      She had no idea how true her words were. Or did she? The way she was looking at me told me she knew exactly what she was saying.

      “I guess it’s my turn,” I said, breaking the awkward silence between us.

      “I guess so.”

      “You’re going to be there, right?”

      “Damn straight. First, I need to track down Hayden and check out this boy.”

      “Can I meet her?” I asked.

      She nibbled her bottom lip before giving a nod. “Yes, but be good. Do not make me hurt you in front of all these people.”

      “I would never do anything bad.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Famous last words.”

      She walked through the crowd of kids until we came upon a younger version of Mae with hair a little darker. The girl turned to look at Mae, squealed, and threw her arms around her. “Thank you. This is so awesome.”

      “You are welcome. Hayden, I would like you to meet Tyson Helms. He is the owner of the museum we will be going to next. He’s an old friend of Patrick’s.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Hayden,” I said, looking into her hazel eyes. She wore no makeup which was refreshing. Her classmates looked like they had taken the Kardashian sisters makeup tutorials a little too serious.

      “Hi.” Hayden grinned before looking at Mae. I watched the silent exchange between sisters and hoped that meant Mae had mentioned me.

      “Where is he?” Mae asked.

      “Don’t you dare do anything,” Hayden warned.

      Mae offered her sweetest smile. “Me? What would I possibly do?”

      Hayden groaned and put a hand to her face. “I’m going to regret this.”

      “Not as much as you will regret it if you don’t point him out.”

      I watched the two of them together. Seeing Mae take care of her sister made me care about her even more.
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      I made it to Tyson’s museum about a minute after him. The bus would take a bit longer, giving Tyson time to get ready. As if he needed time.

      I walked through the door of the museum. It was hard not to see the difference between our two museums. His was at least three times bigger. The high ceilings made it feel even bigger. There was nothing I could do about the ceilings in my place, but I wanted it to be more open.

      “Do you need help with anything?” I asked when I spotted him talking to a young man.

      His goofy smile made me want to kiss him. “Nope. I got this. I hope you are ready to be educated.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, show off your big museum.”

      His eyes twinkled. “Is that code for something else?”

      I groaned. “Oh my god. You are such a man.”

      He stepped closer. “Should I prove that to you?”

      I was suddenly very hot. The man was dangerous. “I better go see if the kids are here.”

      He smirked as I turned and walked away. The tight skirt I was wearing clung to my hips. I hoped he was looking. I wanted to turn back and see if he was looking, but I didn’t dare. Then he would know I wanted him to look. Such a silly game. But I played along anyway.

      The kids showed up, Hayden acting like the rest of the kids—normal. It made me happy to see her so normal. Happy. I watched as she blushed when the boy, Jared, said something to her. I walked toward her.

      “Hi there,” I said, looking from her to him. “Are you guys looking forward to another museum tour?”

      “You did a really good job, Mrs.—I mean Miss Kendell,” Jared said.

      I quirked my lips. “Thank you, Jared.”

      He smiled. I turned to look at Hayden. She was smiling as well. And blushing. I noticed they were standing awfully close to one another.

      I stepped between them. “I hate to admit it, but this is going to be an awesome tour.”

      “Mae,” Hayden hissed.

      I grinned. “I think we should get to the front of the crowd. You don’t want to miss a minute of it.”

      Tyson stepped forward. He looked at me and then to Hayden and Jared. He shook his head with a smile on his face. It took a couple more minutes for the rest of the group to settle in.

      “Good afternoon, everyone,” Tyson started. “I am excited to share my passion for Egyptian history with you. I’m sure you’ve all seen the pyramids in pictures, but there is so much more to the story. When I saw those images for the first time, I was about your age. The pyramids were great, but I wanted to know about the people. I wanted to know what they ate, where they lived, and what their daily life was like.”

      I found myself smiling practically ear to ear as I listened to him speak. He was impassioned as he spoke. He said I was a natural, but his excitement for the subject was contagious. A pin could have been dropped to the floor and I would have heard it. The kids didn’t speak. I didn’t think they were breathing.

      “When I first started my foray into the history of the ancient people, I didn’t understand a lot of it. They lived so differently than us, but also, so much the same. This is something that I think is hard for us to understand.” He paused, looking around the group. I was convinced no one took a breath. “The people that lived in those days, guess what? They were teenagers. They were your age. It’s easy to get caught up in the life and death but we rarely get to dig into the lives of the teens. Did you know they had games? They dated. They sang. They danced. They struggled with some of the same things you are dealing with right now.”

      “They didn’t have video games,” someone said.

      Tyson chuckled. “No, they didn’t, but they had other games. Let’s start over here.”

      The group shuffled across the floor and stood in front of Tyson. Hayden furiously tried to get around me, looking at me with big eyes and trying to communicate with me. She wanted me to move. I wasn’t about to. I was enjoying myself.

      Tyson started to talk again. I quickly forgot all about Hayden’s struggle to get away from me. I listened to him talk about his displays. I could tell he was completely lost in the moment. He didn’t see me or any of the kids. He was in his element. The passion he had for every single piece was incredible. I liked the things in my museum, but I certainly did not feel the passion he did.

      When the tour was over and the kids were left to look around on their own, I sought out Tyson. He was taking refuge in a corner, doing his best to be invisible.

      “You are amazing,” I said to him.

      “Is it weird I am exhausted? I feel like I have run a marathon.”

      “Because you are not used to people. You are an introverted man. For you, giving public speeches and such is the equivalent of running a marathon. But you did it and you did it well. Count yourself as placing first in the marathon.”

      He grinned. “Thank you. I appreciate that. It was emotionally exhausting. I cannot wait to go home and hide out.”

      “You have earned it. I appreciate you doing this. I wasn’t expecting you to actually give the tour.”

      He smiled. “You did. I felt like you set the bar pretty high. I needed to at least show up.”

      “You did. You absolutely did.”

      “Hello,” a man’s voice cut through the din of the many conversations happening around the room.

      I turned to look at a man dressed in an ill-fitting brown suit. “Hi,” I greeted, assuming he was a chaperone or teacher.

      “My name is Mr. Dell. I’m the history teacher for the eighth grade. I was quite excited when we were presented with this as an option for a field trip, as you can imagine.”

      Tyson laughed. “I hope it will help you drive home some of the things you have covered over the year.”

      “They looked like they were listening,” I said.

      He nodded. “They were. I have never had that kind of attention. You two should have been history teachers.”

      I grimaced. “No way. I admire and praise those of you that have taken on that job.”

      “It is thankless most days, but today, I was impressed. The two of you should join forces. You would be the biggest company in the city. Heck, I think the world. You both have a very positive energy that the kids feed off of. You are young enough to appeal to them.”

      Tyson and I both nervously laughed. “Thank you. You are very kind. I am hoping to talk to some of the other schools. I think the kids would be interested in the museums.”

      “I know a few of the other history teachers in the city. I think it is a great plan, and if we could somehow use the museum as part of our class, it would go much further to teach them. I really enjoyed the displays and plan on bringing my own children as soon as I get some free time.”

      I grinned, looking at Tyson with a silent I told you so look. “I would love to see you there.”

      “I should be going. Thank you again for this awesome experience. I know the kids will be talking about it for days.”

      He walked away.

      “High-five,” I said, holding up my hand to Tyson.

      He chuckled and slapped my hand. “You called it. Good job.”

      “I’m going to say goodbye to Hayden.”

      “I’ll be right here, holding up this wall.”

      I found Hayden and Jared staring at a display of tools with an informative display about how the pyramids were built. “Hey,” I said.

      The two of them jumped. They stared at me with guilty faces. “Hey,” Hayden murmured.

      “I think your bus is leaving soon. Did you guys enjoy it?”

      “Yes,” Hayden answered, clearly not pleased to have me bugging her.

      “Good. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Actually, can I go to Beth’s after school? We are going to work on our research papers.”

      I looked at Jared, then her. “Just you and Beth?”

      Hayden made wide eyes at me again. “Yes, Mae.”

      I smiled. “Fine. Be home by nine.”

      “I will. Thanks, Mae.”

      They both walked away, falling in line with the rest of the students. I waved one last time before going back to check on Tyson. He was in the same spot.

      “Are you okay?”

      He looked at me and let out a long breath. “Yes.”

      “Thank you again for doing this. I know you made an impact.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I should probably get going. You need to decompress.”

      “No,” he answered quickly.

      “No?”

      “I was going to put out some new items for a display. Would you like to help? I’ll order dinner.”

      I thought about it for a few seconds. “Are you sure? I don’t want to crowd you.”

      “You won’t be crowding me. Do you need to get back to the museum?”

      I offered him a smile. “No, I don’t. I would be happy to stick around. I would love to learn from the master.”

      “Great. I’ll show you to the back and you can ogle all my goodies.”

      Once again, he was making me think of sex. On purpose, obviously. “I will gladly ogle your goodies.”

      “At least I know these are safe from you,” he teased. “I am going to be much more careful about what I say around you. I don’t want you to get any ideas and scoop me once again.”

      “I don’t need to listen to you. I can find my own things.”

      He grinned as he pulled out his phone. “What are you in the mood for?”

      It was my turn to turn the tables on him. “Hmm, are we going to be dining alone?”

      He put the phone down and looked at me with such intensity I nearly melted where I stood. “Everyone will be gone. I’ll make sure of it. We’ll be all alone. Just you, me, and the ghosts that cling to these artifacts.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Ew. That’s not exactly romantic.”

      He chuckled and picked up his phone again. It was just dinner, I told myself. We were going to enjoy a nice dinner while checking out some cool artifacts. Nothing more.
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      I opened the crate with the coins I wanted to put on display. Mae was right beside me, watching with rapt interest. I moved aside some of the packaging the items had been stored in. She leaned forward, closely examining the items.

      When she stood up to look at me, she was smiling. “These are nice. I didn’t think you were interested in the small things.”

      “Absolutely. They don’t exactly get my juices flowing like some of the more intricate items, but coins are just as important to telling the total story.”

      She nodded. “I agree. Our daily lives include money. We buy food, shelter, and basic necessities. It’s only right to include it.”

      “I was thinking to arrange them based on the years they were used.”

      “I think you should give people something to better understand the value of a coin or money back then.”

      I was puzzled and intrigued. “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s say a pizza costs twenty bucks. Which one of these coins would buy something like a pizza? A car? A house?”

      The light went on. “I get it. That’s an excellent idea.”

      “I know.” She grinned.

      “You are so humble,” I teased.

      “When I’m good, I’m good. In this situation, I’m good.”

      “I would love to get some of your ideas on my other displays,” I said.

      She softly giggled. “Tyson, that would be helping the competition.”

      I pouted. “Am I really the competition? Isn’t your love for history more important? Can’t you set aside the idea we are competitors?”

      She raised an eyebrow, folding her arms across her chest. “Could you? Would you like to help me fill in the back story on the statue?”

      She had a point. “Maybe I could be persuaded to do so.”

      “With?” she asked.

      I raked my eyes down her body before raising them to linger on her mouth. “Your help with my displays.”

      She smiled. “We’ll have to see. I don’t know if I’m satisfied with just your help with the statue. Maybe I want more.”

      My phone beeped, alerting me that our dinner had arrived. “Hold that thought. Our dinner is here.”

      I walked to the door, unlocked it, and took the bags of Chinese from the delivery driver. I gave him a tip, locked the door, and walked back to the storeroom. Mae was inspecting a coin with a magnifying glass.

      She looked up and inhaled deeply. “It smells amazing. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until just this moment. Are we going to sit down in here?”

      I slowly shook my head. “I have something better in mind.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s a little something I’ve been working on.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Oh? And what would this be?”

      “Take these,” I said and handed her the bags. “I’ll be right back.”

      I quickly went into my office and grabbed the small plaid blanket that had once been used in a display until I realized it ruined the authenticity of the grouping. I tossed it over my arm and walked back to the storeroom. I caught Mae munching on an egg roll.

      “I couldn’t wait,” she said with a shrug of her shoulder.

      I chuckled. “I have to remember to feed you more often. I’m going to start carrying Scooby snacks in my pockets.”

      “That is a good idea.”

      “Follow me, you little thief.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “It’s a surprise,” I answered, anxious to show her my latest venture. I pushed open a door, leading into a dark room.

      “Uh, this is only a little creepy, Tyson. What is this place? I’ve never noticed it back here before.”

      A row of soft blue lights on the floor guided the way into the Egyptian Sky room. I reached for the panel on the wall, input my code, and waited.

      Mae gasped. “Oh my god!” she exclaimed, covering her mouth with her hand.

      She handed me the bags and stepped into the room. There were millions of stars in the night sky, along with a quarter moon. In the background, there was a large pyramid highlighted with soft blue lights. An Egyptian city skyline with a 3D effect graced another wall. I turned back and added the sounds. It was a combination of nocturnal bugs and the occasional sound of a harp in the distance.

      “I have no words,” she whispered, bending her head back to look up at the ceiling.

      “No words?” I questioned.

      I walked toward her, putting down the bags of food and then spreading the blanket out in the space that would soon hold benches for sitting on. She looked at me. “This is just incredible. When do you plan on opening this?”

      “Maybe a week or two?”

      “Tyson, this is so incredible. I am absolutely floored. I don’t even know how to describe all this.”

      “Sit,” I said, taking my own seat on the blanket.

      She sat down with the most serene look on her face. “I want to hate this.”

      “Why would you want to hate it?”

      “Because it is so fucking awesome. You are going to have people coming here just to see this.”

      I loved that she was as impressed with the display as I was. She could appreciate it with me. “I am working on holograms,” I told her. It was a secret I had been keeping for too long. I was eager to share it with someone and I knew she would love it. “I want to have an Egyptian city come to life. People would be working in the city, having meetings, and even building a pyramid.”

      “Tyson, I am just absolutely impressed. This is beautiful. I might have to buy a season pass. I want to hang out in here always. It’s romantic and serene and just so… I’m gushing. I don’t mean to gush but it’s just everything.”

      Her excitement was exactly what I wanted to hear. I loved that I could give her a little piece of heaven on earth. “Thank you. It really means a lot to me that you are impressed with it.”

      She slapped my arm before digging into the bags and pulling out cartons. “You know this is amazing. Don’t be humble. This is fucking awesome. I’m going to move in here. Where is the bathroom?”

      I laughed and unwrapped my chopsticks. We both munched down on the variety of food I ordered. We didn’t bother with the plates. We passed boxes around, trying what the other had. We had swapped so much spit at this point, it was silly to try and be formal. Plus, I liked that we could be totally relaxed with each other. I didn’t want to compare our relationship to an old married couple, but times like these made me feel like we had a close bond.

      “Today was good, huh?” I asked.

      She smiled again. The stars from above casting her in a white light that gave her an ethereal look. “You know it was. I saw the looks on those kids’ faces. I was in the crowd with them. I heard their comments.”

      I groaned. “Oh god, what did they say?”

      “Uh, let’s see. All the girls were giddy and have a crush on you. The guys thought you were cool. In general, it was very positive. They liked what they saw. And I think they will actually remember some of the stuff. You might have just found the next archeologist.”

      “Not just me,” I reminded her. “You were awesome. I think all the boys were crushing on you.”

      “I guess the history teacher was right. We make a great team.”

      I grinned. “We do. Imagine what we could do if we were a team.”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she reached for another box and began to eat. I watched her as she stared at the pyramid. The gentle sound of a harp started to play. We were still working on the background music loop. After we both stuffed ourselves, I tossed the cartons into the bag and pushed it to the side.

      “Would you like to lay down and look at the stars?” I asked.

      She smiled and very daintily lay down, tugging her skirt down as far as it would go. “Wow. Can you imagine how bright the stars would have been without any light pollution from lights in a house, porch lights, and streetlights? No satellites flying through the air or planes. Just a beautiful, clear sky.”

      “It would have been stunning,” I agreed.

      “Do you think the slaves worked all night to build those pyramids?” she asked. “The moon and the stars would have provided some light.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt if they were forced to.”

      “How sad but I would imagine it would have been much cooler. And the backdrop they got to work against—well, it’s breathtaking.”

      I laughed. “Have you seen the size of those stones they had to haul? I’m not sure they were looking at the backdrop.”

      “I bet you they did. I wish we could travel through time. I don’t think I would want to live in the times we are so fascinated with, but I would love to just peek in.”

      “You’re a voyeur,” I teased.

      She giggled. “I guess I am. You can’t say you aren’t. You would jump at the chance to watch these people up close and personal.”

      I turned to look at her. “You are right. I would pay a great deal just for a day.”

      “You know you are going to have to have security in here,” she said.

      “Why? I have cameras.”

      “Now who’s a voyeur?” she said with a laugh.

      “I’m not watching people. Please tell me you have security cameras in your place?”

      “I do, but I don’t have a boom boom room.”

      “A what?”

      “This place is dark and romantic with lots of floor space. It’s like an aphrodisiac. Couples come in here and sex is going to be on their minds. If they come in here and aren’t a couple, they will be by the time they walk out of here.”

      I chuckled. “I see what you mean. There will be benches in here.”

      “Even better,” she quipped. “Then they won’t have to roll on the floor.”

      “Great. I guess I will be hiring a security guard. I don’t want to be watching night-vision footage of two people getting it on.”

      “Maybe you could put a little basket at the door filled with condoms,” she offered.

      I rolled to my side, looking down at her. “Are you telling me you are feeling the effects of my boom boom room?”

      She giggled. “No. I’m only offering you some friendly advice.”

      I didn’t bother asking. I was going to take. I leaned down and dropped a soft kiss on her lips before pulling away and looking into her eyes in the muted light. I waited for the green light. I didn’t mind stealing one kiss, but I wouldn’t take more if she wasn’t willing to give it.

      “Are we going to be the first to use your boom boom room?” she whispered.

      My answer was another searing kiss. When I finally came up for air, I nodded. “It only seems right that we would be the first.”

      “Too bad you don’t have those benches in here,” she said with a soft laugh.

      I swallowed her laugh, plunging my tongue deep inside her mouth and savoring the kiss under the Egyptian sky. It was an aphrodisiac. I didn’t really need the ambiance, but it was a nice change.
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      I opened my eyes, staring up at the beautiful night sky as Tyson’s mouth moved over my neck. I felt like I was floating. I could imagine lovers a thousand years ago doing what we were doing under the same sky. It would have been magical. It was magical.

      I moaned, letting myself float away on the ecstasy he was stirring up. His hot mouth traced a trail of kisses down my chest as he unbuttoned my blouse. The front clasp on my bra sprang open. My breasts tumbled out and into his waiting hands. He lovingly sucked and nibbled on my breasts before continuing on his downward path.

      He reached under me, finding the zipper on my skirt, and pulled it down. The sound blended with the sounds of crickets and harp music. Soon, he was tugging the skirt down my legs. My pumps were pulled off and tossed to the side. He rose to his knees and looked down at me with my blouse hanging open and my breasts spilling out.

      “You are fucking beautiful,” he said in a reverent tone.

      I sucked in a breath. His gaze was making me feel hot and twitchy. “Touch me,” I whispered.

      He nodded. “I’m going to do so much more than touch you. I want to taste you.”

      My eyes widened, and for a moment, I felt panic. I couldn’t explain it. His hands reached for my panties and pulled them down my legs. I was breathing hard. He bent forward, using one hand to open my legs. I didn’t know what to do. When his mouth covered me, there was nothing more I could do except enjoy the ride. He expertly worked his mouth over my most sensitive parts, bringing me to the brink of ecstasy before pulling back.

      I groaned and writhed on the floor, my fingers threading through his hair, encouraging him to keep going. “Oh god,” I gasped when I felt the orgasm building to a point that it could not be stopped.

      His tongue didn’t stop moving. He suckled me before increasing the pressure and nibbling at the sensitive flesh. I erupted into a burst of heat and flames. I couldn’t tell if the stars flashing before my eyes were real or part of the display. I cried out and let go of everything. All my inhibitions and worries were given up in that moment. I let myself go and loved every second.

      His mouth moved over my belly as he made a slow slide back up to my mouth. “Better than I could have ever imagined,” he breathed.

      I cupped his face with my hand and kissed him soundly. “You are still very dressed.”

      He smiled. “I was preoccupied with other matters.”

      “I think you should focus, Mr. Helms. These clothes must go.”

      He moved off me, quickly undressing while I sat up and took off my blouse and bra. He was standing above me. The night sky above him made him look like he was mingling with the stars. His dark hair was falling around his face and forehead. He was so fucking hot. I could look at him all day.

      He dropped to his knees. I got to my knees and faced him. I reached out and brushed my hand over the tattoo on his chest. His hand cupped my cheek. In that moment, it was as if the world did not exist. It was just me, him, and the stars. My heart was pounding. It wasn’t excitement or passion but something far more intense. His gentle touch made me feel something so much more powerful.

      I gave myself a mental shake. I didn’t want to go down that road. It was too dangerous. I took a step back from the emotions and went with the lust driving me on. I leaned forward and grabbed his face to plant a sensual kiss on him that had me writhing with need once again.

      He gently laid me back on the floor as he came over me. When he slid inside me, it was as if I had been made whole. He was taking his sweet time. The frantic need that usually brought us together was gone. I felt languid and unrushed. My hands stroked up and down his back as he glided in and out of my body.

      I felt the muscles in his back ripple under my touch. Usually, I found I kept my eyes closed but not this time. I looked up at the sky and lived in the beautiful moment. “So beautiful,” I whispered.

      He dropped a kiss on my lips before changing up his tempo. “Beyond beautiful.”

      I smiled. “The sky. You are beautiful, but this? All of this is just magical.”

      “I want to make love to you under the stars every night,” he said in a husky voice.

      I smiled. “I don’t think I would mind that at all, but I don’t know if I can get over here every night.”

      He slowly shook his head, his hair dancing across his brow. “The actual stars.”

      “Daring.”

      “My backyard. It’s completely private. This summer, I want you under me. I want you in the soft grass staring up at the stars like you are doing now.”

      He was spinning a tale that made me very excited. I wasn’t big on public displays, but if it was private, it could be very exciting. “I think I like the sound of that very much.”

      He moved deeper inside me. The intensity of his movements increasing as his need rose higher. “Dammit, you turn me inside out,” he growled.

      “I want to be on top,” I said.

      “I can’t stop,” he grunted.

      “I want you to see this view when I ride you into sweet oblivion.”

      I didn’t have to ask twice. He flipped to his back, holding me over him until I adjusted myself and slid home. I released a breath and dropped my head back. His hands went to my breasts and squeezed. I stared up at the stars before looking down at him.

      “You’re right,” he said, sounding strained.

      I was caught up in the moment. “What?”

      “It’s a beautiful view.”

      He was looking at me, not the stars. I smiled and gave in to the need that was demanding I move faster. I drove on, pushing higher and harder until I was losing all control. I was at the mercy of my body’s demands for release. I gripped his chest as the orgasm held me in its grasp. I couldn’t breathe. My gaze focused on the ancient city skyline.

      His loud grunts and howls as he released himself inside me were music to my ears. I collapsed onto his chest, relishing in the feel of his hot skin pressed against mine. His arms came around me, holding me close against him as our breathing returned to normal.

      “Holy shit,” he finally said.

      I softly laughed. “This room is dangerous. You could be responsible for a population boom.”

      He chuckled. The sound vibrated through my body. I could feel myself falling hard. Lying next to him was tender and sweet. “I will definitely be hiring a security guard. Hell, maybe I won’t open this place at all. It will be just for me and you. It will be our special place.”

      I smiled. “I like the sound of that. But you have to share this with the world. It’s too awesome to keep hidden.”

      “If you say so.”

      I lay on top of him for several minutes. I was completely sated and comfortable. I could have fallen asleep and stayed right where I was. “I should probably get home,” I said after a while.

      “I wish you could stay,” he replied. He sounded sincere. I wanted to stay. I had responsibilities that required my attention.

      “I would love to stay, but we both know I can’t.”

      I rolled off him. Instead of me getting up, he rolled on top of me. “I’ll just hold you down with my body.”

      His words triggered a response in my body that had me gasping. “Okay,” I answered.

      He kissed me again. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held him close. I didn’t want to let go. Fear was what had me releasing him. I was terrified I was falling hard for him and he was going to hurt me again. I pushed him off me and scrambled around in the dark to find my clothes.

      I wasn’t afraid I was falling for him. That had already happened. I was terrified of what came next. What happened when he decided it was over?

      “Mae, are you okay?” he asked.

      I smiled and nodded. “I’m good. Why?”

      He came to me, his open shirt revealing that sexy chest of his. He put his hands on my shoulders and forced me to look at him. “You are acting like you can’t get out of here fast enough.”

      “I’m sorry. It isn’t that. Hayden will be home soon, and I don’t want her going home to an empty house.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Okay.”

      He insisted on walking me to my car, which was very sweet. He gave me another searing kiss before releasing me to get into my car. I drove away with my heart doing a very strange pitter-patter in my chest. The man held such power over me. He melted away all the defenses I had in place. Defenses that had gone up because of him. How dumb was I to allow him to get me to drop them?

      I tried to tell myself it was okay. It wasn’t real love. It was the stirring up of old feelings. Things were different now. I was an adult. I could have a relationship with a man without falling head over heels in love. When that relationship came to an end, I would move forward with my life. No big deal.

      “Bullshit,” I muttered, looking at myself in the rearview mirror.

      Tyson was a very big deal. You never forgot your first love. You never truly got over the man that owned your heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I walked into the same diner where I had run into Patrick. Yes, I was being very obvious in my attempt to reconnect with my friend. The little comments on the boat still weighed heavily on my shoulders. He himself had said I was the right guy for Mae. Well, not me, but a version of me. But she could have the real thing.

      He was still being the overprotective big brother. I kept telling myself I needed to man up. I needed to come clean about what I wanted and how serious I was about her. I would be the one to protect her. He could take a step back. He could sail away on his boat and not worry about her. She would be in good hands with me.

      When I showed up at the diner, I was not intending on eating breakfast. Then I smelled the bacon and eggs and the scent of fresh waffles. It triggered my appetite and I found myself ordering a full breakfast. I would regret it later. I would be full and in need of a nap. It was too good to pass up.

      “Would you like this?” an elderly gentleman asked.

      I looked up and saw the newspaper in his hand. “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Enjoy your breakfast.”

      I pushed the plate to the side and opened the paper. I scanned the headlines, not terribly interested in the news. Until I saw the headline about a rare statue that would soon be on display at a museum. Mae’s museum. I smiled as I read the article.  She was getting plenty of publicity and she had yet to display the thing yet. I read about the new owner and her future plans. I found myself smiling the whole time I read the article.

      I knew it was her hand. She was drumming up the publicity, teasing the big unveiling. The woman was smart and calculated. I knew, without a doubt, she was going to take that museum to the next level. She was truly going to be my rival. I was proud of her and a little intimidated by her as well. I wanted to congratulate her and swat her down at the same time.

      But it was Mae. I would never wish ill will on her. I couldn’t get the teacher’s words out of my mind. If we did join forces, we would be powerful. Her expertise and mine would be a combination that made us unstoppable. We could dominate the for-profit museum industry. We could give people a historical experience. Selling tickets that provided entry into both museums would make people feel like they were getting a good deal. The possibilities were endless.

      I needed someone to give me some advice. I knew only one man that knew me well enough to give me sound advice. Only one man I trusted. I called Alec, hoping he would answer. He did.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he said.

      “Not much. How is it going?”

      “Good. Great.”

      “How is your family?” I asked, doing my best to be a good friend and ask about his personal life.

      “Very good. We had a big barbecue over the weekend. It was nice to catch up with everyone. Loud, but nice.”

      “Great.”

      “What’s going on? Are you at the office?”

      “No, I’m eating breakfast.”

      “Breakfast? You?”

      “I know. I feel so lazy.”

      “How are things at the museum?”

      “I did a tour yesterday. Something like eighty eighth graders.”

      “You did?” he asked with real surprise. “Like you actually gave the tour?”

      “I did. It was Mae’s idea. We started at her museum and then the group came over to mine.”

      “Mae? Kendell? Are you two still seeing each other?”

      I paused to think about the question. “I don’t know if you could say we are seeing each other, but I have seen her.”

      “Nice dodge. You should be a politician.”

      “She’s great at her job. Really good. She has some great ideas. Really great.”

      He laughed. “And she likes dirt and old things. It sounds like a match made in heaven.”

      “Someone suggested we join forces,” I said, leaving the statement at that and waiting to see what he would say.

      “As in you buy her museum? Didn’t do you do that once already?”

      I smirked. “It wasn’t her museum, but essentially, yes.”

      “Have you broached the subject with her?”

      “No!” I quickly blurted out.

      “Are you thinking about approaching her with an offer?” he questioned.

      “I don’t think so.”

      He laughed. “You just said you wanted to buy her museum.”

      “No, I said I wanted to join forces. More like someone mentioned it and it sounded like a good idea after I gave it some thought.”

      He blew out a breath. “This is the same family that offered you a merger the first time around. You said you didn’t want a merger. I suggested it and you shot it down. What is different now?”

      I sipped my coffee. My immediate answer would be it was Mae. Mae was what was different. “I think it would be different this time because it’s a museum. It’s an established museum. It’s got different things than mine. It’s more of a complement to my current business. A merger would allow her to have her museum and me to keep mine.”

      “That’s not a real merger,” he replied. “You want to own her business. Would she own yours?”

      I winced. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound all that appealing.”

      “A merger is like a marriage. You would be joining your business. You would be creating a union.”

      “I would be the majority owner,” I said.

      He laughed. “Yeah, I’m not sure she would agree with that.”

      “My museum is bigger than hers.”

      His raucous laughter filled my ears. “Do you know how ridiculous that sounds? There is no way she’s going to go for that. I don’t even know her, and I know she would tell you to get bent.”

      I didn’t think it was funny. My museum wasn’t just bigger, but it was more valuable. I didn’t just own one museum. “I can’t give up my business.”

      “No, I don’t believe you could. I don’t know if you are really cut out to be a partner. You are more of a lone ranger. A merger means you have to listen to her suggestions. You have to answer for your spending. It’s not something you can go into without considering all the aspects of it. It’s a big deal.”

      He was talking me out of it. “What if I offered her a silent partnership?”

      He chuckled. “She would still be a partner. She would still be in the board room and reading your profit and loss reports. She would still have a say in what you bought. She could limit your expeditions if she chose to.”

      “She wouldn’t do that,” I shot back.

      “Tyson, your expeditions are not cheap. If you want to do it on the company dime, you do need to be accountable for those expenditures.”

      I was beginning to like the idea less and less. “She isn’t like that,” I insisted.

      “Have you ever heard the saying about the dangers of mixing business with pleasure?”

      “Yes, but this is different.”

      “It isn’t. Sleeping with someone does not make them a great choice for a business partner.”

      He was right. I could already picture her trying to boss me around. “I knew you could talk me off the ledge.”

      He laughed. “With all of that said, I have been keeping an eye on things back home. I could understand why you want a merger. She is going to be stiff competition. You know I’ve approached that owner a couple of different times and he never would consider any offer. It’s interesting she got it.”

      I smiled, thinking about my Mae. “If you met her, you would understand why he gave her the business.”

      He groaned. “You are sprung.”

      “Maybe a little but you would be too if you met her.”

      “Good to know. Well, I can’t tell you what to do, but I would strongly advise against a merger. I’m not trying to be a dick, but you don’t play well with others.”

      “Hey,” I said, only pretending to be offended.

      “You know it’s true. You’re an excellent businessman, and you know what you like, and you do it well. However, giving up even a little bit of control is going to be extremely difficult for you. I would hate for you to make a decision you regret. I believe you could do it, but it will take a lot of work and compromise on your part. Don’t be hasty. Think this through.”

      “I would. I am. I only wanted your opinion. I don’t know if it is something she would even consider. After the tours yesterday and how well we worked together, it seemed like a good idea. I’m riding the high of a very good day.”

      “It could work,” he offered. “It could be amazing. Think about it. Talk to her. Discuss how you would handle big decisions and how much one another would be involved in your respective museums.”

      “Thank you. That is great advice and I will absolutely follow through with it.”

      “You are welcome and good luck. I would love to see you expand.”

      “I should probably let you go. Are you at work?”

      “Tyson, I’m in Seattle.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s six o’clock in the morning here.”

      “Oh shit!” I blurted out. “I’m so sorry. I forget all about the time difference.”

      “It’s okay. I was up. Just had my morning run and getting ready to jump in the shower. It was good to talk to you.”

      “Thanks for listening,” I told him and ended the call.

      I felt a little guilty for calling him so early. I had to remember to be more conscientious. I felt different this morning. I felt like I woke up in another man’s life. I wasn’t the guy who had a girlfriend. I wasn’t the guy that felt happy. I was the serious loner who preferred artifacts to anything else. Yet, here I was, daydreaming about a woman.

      I folded the paper in half, finished my breakfast, and paid the bill. Feeling especially happy put me in a generous mood. I left my waitress a hundred-dollar tip and walked out. When I got into the back of my car, I checked the time. I didn’t want to make another social faux pas and call her before it was appropriate.

      I knew she was up. She would have been up for hours. She was probably already at work. “Hi,” she answered in a breathy tone.

      “Hi, Mae,” I said with a smile that just appeared naturally.

      “What’s up?”

      “Are you busy for lunch later?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Would you like to have lunch with me?”

      Her soft laugh came through. “I don’t know if I have two hours to eat lunch at one of your fancy restaurants.”

      “Just a basic lunch,” I assured her. “I was hoping we could discuss something.”

      “What would you like to discuss?”

      “Will you have lunch with me?”

      “Yes. Noon?”

      “I’ll pick you up,” I told her.

      “See you then.”

      I ended the call and was attacked by a sudden case of the nerves. Did I dare approach her with something so big? I wasn’t this person. This was the kind of thing Alec handled. I closed my eyes for a brief moment and pulled my shit together. I was a grown fucking man and it was time I acted like it. I could handle my business, literally and figuratively.

      I would present the offer to Mae in a professional manner. I would highlight the benefits. With us together, she would have the funds needed to make all of those improvements she wanted. She could take her museum from okay to fabulous. I would be her partner instead of her competition.

      How could she possibly say no?
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      “What was that about?” Carrie asked.

      I picked up my cup of coffee and took a sip. The echoing of little kids’ screams and sounds of joy filled my ears. The McDonald’s playland was always crazy this time of the morning. It was when moms of young kids dropped off the big kids and met up with their gal pals for a little chit chat and coffee. I called Carrie early this morning and invited her to breakfast with me. I was neglecting her, and I had a little free time this morning.

      “That was Tyson,” I answered. “He wants to take me to lunch.”

      “Damn, this is serious. Dinner. Lunch. Sex. Can we just call him your boyfriend?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, you may not call him my boyfriend. He is not my boyfriend. He’s a guy that I enjoy hanging out with.”

      “And banging.”

      “Stop it.”

      She took a bite of her egg sandwich before wiping her mouth and looking directly at me. “Seriously, how are you doing with all of this? I know he broke your heart a long time ago. Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “It’s not serious,” I told her again.

      “Mae, I know you. This isn’t something you do. You’re not one of those women who can have a fling and not let your feelings get involved.”

      I grimaced. “I know,” I finally confessed “I’m trying. I’m so trying not to think of him as anything more than a guy I’m having a little fun with. It’s hard.”

      There was a soft, sympathetic look in her eyes. “Are you in too deep?” she gently asked.

      “I’m sure I am,” I said with a sigh. “I tried to keep those old feelings at bay. I have told myself a thousand times that I can’t let him have my heart. Not again. No matter how hard I try to stay away from him, I’m drawn to him. I’m the proverbial moth to a flame. I know I’m going to get burned and I go anyway.”

      “Maybe you won’t,” she offered. “This time, you are both older, you are both far more mature, and things could work out.”

      “I don’t know. He’s kind of hard to read. I know he likes me, and I know we do have fun together, but he doesn’t really seem interested in something serious. I don’t know if I want casual. I know I say this is casual, and I’m okay with that, but I don’t think I really am.”

      “No, you are not. I can tell you that.”

      “What do I do?”

      “You talk to him. You tell him you need to know where he stands. And as hard as it may be, if you want to be friends with him, you have to stop the sex.”

      I pouted. “But last night,” I said with a breathy sigh. “You have got to see this new room.”

      “It sounds gorgeous and romantic and like the perfect spot for a little action.”

      “It was.”

      “Trust yourself, Mae. You know you best. You are the only one that knows how you feel, and you will see a side of him that no one else can see. With Donovan, everyone thought he was a jerk, remember? Even you didn’t like him. I saw something different. When it was just me and him, he was a different man. He was a soft, kind, loving man. I liked the idea that that side of him was for me only. It made me feel special. Tyson sounds like he is different with you. Only you can see that soft side.”

      I smiled. She didn’t talk about her late husband often. I knew she loved him still and the pain of his loss was still very real. “He is different. He is different than he was before as well.”

      She smiled. “I think you need to go with your gut. I know this sounds terrible, but the worst that can happen is you two don’t work out. You’ll move on with your life, and one day, you will find the right man for you.”

      “You’re so damn smart,” I teased.

      “I know.”

      I spent the rest of the morning worrying about what it was Tyson wanted to talk to me about. The insecure side of me told myself to brace for being dumped again. The only saving grace was the fact we were not an official couple, and therefore, being dumped wasn’t a big deal. He couldn’t dump what he never had.

      When the time came for him to pick me up, I had worked myself into a very worried state. I didn’t think I would be able to eat a bite. Food wasn’t really the main objective here. He was inviting me to lunch to talk. The conversation was the real point. Food was an afterthought.

      I climbed into the back of the car, not knowing what to expect. He leaned over and kissed me hello. I was so stunned, I put my fingertips to my mouth when he pulled away and stared at him.

      He smiled. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” I said, settling into the seat.

      The restaurant he chose was nearby. Fifteen minutes later, we were seated at a table and sipping on diet sodas. I was still a little nervous, but I wouldn’t let him know I was freaking out inside.

      “Thank you for meeting me. I’m just going to say what’s on my mind, and we’ll go from there, okay?”

      I slowly nodded, wiping my hands on my napkin and waited. “Hit me.”

      He grinned. “I propose a merger.”

      I stared at him. “What?”

      “I have been thinking about what that teacher said and I think he had a great idea. We should merge our two companies.”

      I looked at him, very skeptical. “Be careful of a man bearing gifts,” I murmured.

      It was his turn to look confused. “I’m not bearing gifts.”

      I shook my head, pulling my full attention into the conversation. I had a feeling I was about to navigate some very tricky waters. I needed to be very present. “You want us to merge companies. Are you proposing a buyout? Again?”

      “No. I’m proposing a merger. A joint venture together.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “This doesn’t seem like an even playing field. Why would your big-ass company want to merge with mine? I have one museum. You have—well, I don’t even know how many you have. I’m not a business major but I know enough to know this isn’t right.”

      “Mae, I want us to work together. I’m not offering a buyout.”

      I thought about it, still not quite believing it. “Okay, just for shits and giggles, tell me how this would work.” My guard was up. I was pissed at myself for allowing him to drop that guard. He had worked me, and I was too stupid to see it coming. I had been blinded by my feelings for him.

      “With my capital, you would be able to do all those things you were talking about. You would have an instant cash reserve to dip into.”

      I wasn’t buying it. There was a catch. There was always a catch. “So, you are proposing we merge our businesses. Fifty-fifty even split. I’m part owner of your business and you are part owner of mine?”

      He winced and I knew I had my answer. “I would propose a thirty-three percent interest on your part.”

      “I would only have a thirty-three percent interest in the merged company. You would essentially own my museum and I only owned a third.”

      He bounced his head around. The classic move for someone who was trying to deflect and evade. “Yes and no.”

      “It can’t be both. It’s one or the other.”

      “Mae, as you know, my company is significantly larger than yours. I would be offering up about eighty percent of the combined business. I think thirty-three percent is more than fair.

      I scoffed. “Of course, you would. I’m not my brother. You can’t offer me money and expect me to crawl away. I don’t need your money.”

      He held up a hand. “I’m not suggesting you need my money. I’m offering you the chance to use my money to achieve your goals.”

      “Goals that will benefit you. My museum is going to be your rival very soon. You would essentially be buying me out, giving me a pittance while you reap the rewards of my hard work and my vision.”

      “That is not what I’m doing.”

      “Isn’t it?” I questioned, growing angrier by the second. “How about we do a fifty-fifty split?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Then I have no interest in merging with you,” I snapped. “It’s not a merger if you own me.”

      He let out a long breath. “I can offer you forty-nine percent with some minor stipulations.”

      I looked at him, studying his face. I tried to see the man I had been with last night under the stars. He wasn’t there. I was looking into the face of a man who was thinking of himself and his business. I was looking at a man who felt like he had the upper hand. “No.”

      “Mae, be reasonable. It’s my company. My company is so much bigger than yours. I have a lot more at stake than you do.”

      “Actually, think about it from my side. I only have the one museum. I give it to you, and I have nothing. You have money coming out of your ears. If things went sideways, you are safe. You’ll just start something new. You would own the bulk of both businesses, which means you would have control over everything.”

      “I said I would go up to forty-nine percent.”

      “While you maintained control with fifty-one percent.”

      He slowly nodded. “Yes. I would have to have majority ownership. I have to protect my interests.”

      “Protect them from what exactly? Me? Do you think I will mismanage your funds? Do you think I will run your business to the ground?”

      “No, I am not saying that.”

      “You don’t trust me.”

      He sighed again. “I do trust you.”

      “So, this is about power. You want all the power and control. Back then, you wanted to make all the decisions. You wanted to be the man behind the wheel. I couldn’t do that then and I refuse to do that now. I don’t need you to control me or my business.”

      He looked shocked. “I’m not trying to control you. It would only be on paper. I know you well enough to know what kind of businesswoman you are. You will be an asset.”

      I smiled. “Yes, I would.”

      “Will you please think about this? I’m not trying to do anything shady. I want you to have access to the funds needed to transform your museum into the one you are envisioning in your mind. I want you to collaborate with me on new displays. I want us to navigate this thing together.”

      His words were good. I would be able to fulfill my dreams at the museum. Honestly, me buying the space next door and paying for the extensive renovations was not in the cards for years. The museum did not have that kind of revenue. “If you are truly serious about this merger, you are going to have to sacrifice.”

      “I am sacrificing,” he argued. “Forty-nine percent of my business is huge. I don’t think you understand just how much that is.”

      “It isn’t the money. It’s the control.”

      “I would not ever attempt to control you. That would be a game in futility. I like you just the way you are. I need you to challenge me. I need you to knock my head into the wall now and again.”

      “Then you will have to put your money where your mouth is,” I told him.

      “We can make this work,” he argued.

      I grabbed my purse from the spot on the floor next to my chair. “I’m not hungry. I’m going to go, but I will talk with my lawyer. If he feels like this is something I should do, I will have him draw up papers and send them over.”

      “Don’t leave,” he said.

      “I am going to leave. You have given me a lot to think about. I would prefer to think about it alone.”

      “Mae!” he protested.

      “I’ll be in touch. Rather, my lawyer will be in touch.”

      I walked out of the restaurant with my chin held high. Inside, my heart was stinging a little. I was falling hard for the man and he was falling for my museum. It was a slight blow to the ego, but it wouldn’t get me down. I was going to talk to my lawyer. Like Tyson said, he was the one sacrificing the most in financial terms. Clearly, money and power motivated him.

      This was one sure way to find out what he was most interested in—me or my museum. Me or his money.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I was feeling down. I was feeling like an idiot. In my attempt to form some kind of attachment to Mae, I pushed her away. I had not heard a word from her in over a week. Not since she walked out on me in the restaurant. I knew I wasn’t cut out for that kind of shit, but I went and opened my big mouth anyway.

      I should have talked with Alec a bit more. He could have drawn up a plan for me to present. He could have written a speech for me. Obviously, I wasn’t saying the right things. His words about mixing business with pleasure were coming back to haunt me. In my attempt to cement our relationship by creating a union, I had pissed her off.

      I felt I was being completely reasonable. Clearly, she did not. I tried to see it from her side, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t understand why she thought she was getting the short end of the stick. It was a good deal. It was a fair deal. More than fair.

      There was a knock on my closed office door. I wasn’t expecting anyone. In fact, no one ever came to my office. Instead of just shouting out for the person to come in, I got up to answer it. I took a surprised step back when I found Mae standing there. “Hi,” I said, thrilled to see her.

      “Hello, Tyson. This is Cory Farmer. My attorney.”

      I looked at the man who appeared to be in his late fifties. I did a quick assessment of his attire and determined him to be an average lawyer. He wasn’t a corporate bigwig wearing a thousand-dollar suit, but he wasn’t a greasy ambulance chaser.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said with a nod.

      “Can we come in?” Mae asked.

      “Sure,” I answered, opening my door. I glanced around my office that was a little messy. I pulled a chair from where it was stuffed into the corner and put it beside the other one across from my desk. “Please, have a seat.”

      I was nervous. I couldn’t begin to guess why she brought a lawyer to my office. It couldn’t be anything good. I looked at her, sizing her up. She was dressed in a chic business suit with pants that hung low on her waist. A dark blue blouse was tucked in and her hair was pulled back into a severe bun. She looked intense. I was convinced that whatever was coming was not going to be good.

      “I have been thinking about your proposal, and as promised, I’ve consulted my attorney,” she started.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “We have drawn up an agreement that we feel is fair. If you agree and sign on the line, well, we can celebrate our partnership.”

      The attorney opened his briefcase and handed me a document. I opened it up and scanned through the thing. My jaw clenched the more I read. My heart was pounding in my chest. I looked up, directly into her eyes. “What the fuck is this?” I snarled.

      “It’s my counteroffer,” she answered smoothly. “You wanted a merger and I am willing to agree to that under those terms.”

      “This gives you a fifty-one percent stake in the company,” I spat and slammed down the paperwork.

      She nodded. “Yes, it does.”

      I turned to the attorney. “Can you give us a minute? I would like to have a private word with Mae.”

      “I’m here as her attorney. Whatever you say to her, I promise it will be confidential.”

      “No. Out. Please. This is something on a personal level.”

      “It’s fine, Cory,” Mae said, reaching out to put her hand on his forearm. I nearly flew out of my chair and ripped her hand away from him. I didn’t like the familiarity between them. “Can you give us a minute please?”

      “I’ll be right outside,” Cory said. He got to his feet and shot me a look, which I returned. He was acting like I was going to do something to the woman I cared about.

      “What?” Mae snapped once Cory was out of the office.

      “What the fuck is this?” I jabbed my finger into the document. “Why are you doing this?”

      “You are the one that wanted a merger. I’m giving you what you wanted.”

      “Bullshit. That’s not what this is. You are taking control of my company.”

      She shrugged. “How is it any different than you taking control of my company?”

      I opened my mouth and then snapped it shut again. “Because my company is bigger!”

      She gave me a look that reminded me of the way a mother would look at her child acting out. “You want me to relinquish control of something I am very fond of. Let’s see if you are willing to do the same.”

      I shook my head. “I have a lot more to lose.”

      “Because you don’t trust me?”

      “No. It’s—I—this is my company.”

      “Yes, and the museum is mine. Just because yours is bigger doesn’t make it any more important than mine. We both have a lot at stake. How can you ask me to give up something I care a great deal about, but you are not willing to do the same?”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Are you afraid I will somehow screw you over?”

      She shrugged. “Are you?”

      “Mae, I care about you. I would not do that. I truly wanted to help you. I wanted us to be a team. We’re good together.”

      “We’re good together as long as you are holding all the power,” she shot back.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. “You are hellbent on this power thing.”

      “You are the one that is hellbent. I have given you too much power in the past. Not once, but twice now. Twice you have fucked me over. I’m not going to give you the chance to do it a third time.”

      That was the equivalent of being slapped in the face. “I never fucked you over.”

      “Yes, you did. You have a habit of making me think you want me and then you walk away. I won’t let you do it again. If you want to walk away this time, it’s going to cost you.”

      I stared into her eyes and could see the hurt. “I concede I probably fucked up back then, but when is the second time?”

      “Last week,” she whispered.

      “I didn’t do anything last week,” I argued. Her eyes were full of pain. It was ripping my heart out to see her look at me that way. “Last week? I don’t understand.”

      “You asked me to lunch after a beautiful day and then night together to tell me you wanted to put me under your thumb. What else could I think except you only wanted me for my museum? You only want me for what I can bring to the table.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Her words cut deep. I could admit I wasn’t the most sensitive person and I didn’t do great at reading people, but holy shit. How could I have missed something so big? “Mae,” I started, trying to think of what to say to make it better.

      She held up a hand. “You don’t need to say anything. I get it.”

      “No, you don’t get it. I care about you. I have always cared about you. This merger wasn’t anything nefarious. I was thinking about you. I was thinking this would be a great way for us to work together and create something great.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Together with you leading the way. Tyson, I know you are older and a lot smarter than I am, but I’m not an idiot.”

      “I don’t think you are,” I told her. “I think you are brilliant. I’m not great with words but you are important to me. You, the person, not the fucking museum.”

      She looked down at her hands. “I wish I could believe that. God, you have no idea how much I wished I could believe that. That’s the shitty thing. I did believe it until you dropped your little bombshell last week. You actually thought we could have sex a few times and then I would roll over and hand you another company on a silver platter.”

      “Don’t say that,” I hissed. “Don’t you dare fucking say that. I didn’t do that. I never meant to make you feel like I was using you.”

      She shrugged a shoulder. “But you did and now here we are.”

      I leaned forward. “I care about you. I care about you a lot. I don’t want to do anything that hurts you. You have to believe me. I wanted the best for you. I love hearing you talk about your plans and your dreams. I guess I was selfish because I wanted to be a part of all of it. I wanted to be by your side as you made your dreams come true. I wanted to be the guy on your side, supporting you and encouraging you.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Bullshit!” I argued. My emotions were running high. She had ambushed me. I was caught completely off guard and I didn’t like it one bit. “I know what I feel.”

      “You have always been about your business and making sure you were set up for a bright future. I don’t think you truly care about me. We had something and it was good. It was familiar. We fell into old habits.”

      “You make me sound selfish! Vacuous. You cannot actually think that about me.”

      She shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”

      “The shoe doesn’t fucking fit,” I shot back. “I’m not a greedy motherfucker. I’m not all about money and power.”

      “If you say so. I guess what you do in the next few minutes will determine that.”

      “How? How does what I do in the next few minutes determine anything?”

      “Let’s see if you truly care about me and are really looking out for my best interests or if you are all about the money and power.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You are giving me an ultimatum?”

      “No. I think of it as a test. I want to see if you really care about me. You’ll understand I am a little hesitant to jump in with both feet.”

      She was challenging me. That dominating male side of me wanted to sign the paper to prove I wasn’t afraid. The other, more rational part of me told me I would essentially be signing away my business. I looked at her. “This isn’t necessary.”

      “It is. I am asking if you trust me. Do you trust me with your business and your heart?”

      “My heart?”

      “If you sign that, I will know you want more than just my museum.”

      I stared down at the document. “One has nothing to do with the other. I think the real question is do you trust me with your business and your heart?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I honestly can’t answer that.”

      “Because you don’t,” I whispered.

      She let out a sigh. “I don’t.”

      “I think we are at an impasse here,” I said as I looked into her eyes. I was struggling. I wanted to be the guy that said he would sign over everything if it meant he could have her. I wasn’t sure I could.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to decide right now. I’m going to go.”

      “Can I call you?” I asked.

      She looked at me and laughed. “Why would you call me?”

      “Because I do care about you and I do want to see you. I’ve missed you.”

      She softened just a little. “I’ve missed you too, but there is something pretty big standing between us.”

      I looked down at the paper. “I know and that’s my fault.”

      “Yes, it is. I guess we’ll have to see how this all plays out.”

      She walked out of the office, leaving me alone with the paperwork. My eyes fixated on the division of the company. My heart was demanding I take the leap of faith and sign the damn papers. In many ways, it was like a prenuptial agreement. If things worked out between us and one day we married, the division of the merged company wouldn’t matter a bit. But if we didn’t work out, we would be stuck working with one another.

      No, I would be working for her. She would own more of my company than I did. That was a huge leap of faith. That was like jumping across the Grand Canyon. I picked up the pen and stared down at the little pink arrow that told me where to sign. Great risks earned great rewards. Great risks also earned huge regrets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I was thrilled to have my first tour booked since my takeover of the museum. A paying tour. The school tour was excellent practice. I felt like I knew my stuff and I was ready to show it off.

      The tour was a group of active seniors. They were part of some historical club or something and had heard about my takeover and wanted to see the place. I wished there were more changes to show off.

      “Good morning,” I greeted them each as they came into the museum.

      They were a lively group. Lots of fancy hats on the ladies and the gentlemen looked like they’d stepped out of the pages of GQ from the sixties.

      “Good morning, young lady,” a man wearing a fedora said as he stepped forward. “My name is Burt. I’m the de facto leader of this band of misfits. We are excited to see what you’ve done with the place.”

      Benjamin came out of nowhere and eagerly shook the man’s hand. “Burt, good to see you. You are going to be pleasantly surprised by my young protégé.”

      I smiled, feeling my cheeks blush a bit. “Thank you.”

      “We’ve heard good things,” Burt said. “I’m looking forward to revisiting some of the older displays.”

      “You’ll have to come back for the big unveiling,” Benjamin told them.

      “We definitely will. There has been a lot of buzz. You wouldn’t want to give us a sneak peek, would you?”

      I grinned. “It isn’t here. Saturday is the big day.”

      Burt chuckled. “We’ll be here.”

      “Why don’t we get started?” I said and clapped my hands together.

      I led the group around, enjoying the easy laughs and their genuine interest. They had all been in the museum before but acted as if it was their first time. They were kind and making me feel good. We moved on to the next exhibit when I noticed someone lurking off to the side.

      “Will you excuse me for just a second?” I asked the group.

      Benjamin, who had been following along, quickly stepped forward. “Take your time, dear,” he said with a friendly touch to my shoulder. “I’ll take care of our guests.”

      “Thank you, Benjamin,” I said before walking away. I looked at my brother, Patrick, wondering why he was in my museum. We weren’t exactly on speaking terms. I wasn’t completely pissed at him, but I wasn’t ready to bury the hatchet.

      “Hey, sis,” he greeted me with his usual lopsided grin.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged. “I thought I would drop by.”

      I shook my head. “Liar. What are you doing here?”

      We were not on the best of terms. He knew that. He knew better than to sabotage me at work. If this was about the Tyson buyout thing, I would take him out at the knees. The man had already shaken up my life. I wasn’t about to let my big brother do it again. I didn’t care if he was convinced he was right and was doing it for me. Patrick was going to learn I was a grown-ass woman and didn’t need him managing my life.

      “I thought we could talk, catch up a little.”

      “I’m at work, Patrick. Some of us still have jobs.”

      He gave me a look. It was the look he always gave me when he thought I was being irrational or freaking out because he’d taken the last cookie. “Mae, please. Have lunch with me.”

      “I don’t want to,” I said. I was going to make him beg a little. He owed me that much.

      “Stop it. Let’s get some lunch.”

      “It’s early.”

      He let out an exaggerated sigh, letting me know I was frustrating him.

      Mission accomplished.

      “So we will make it an early lunch,” he said. “It looks like your helper has things in hand.”

      I turned to look at Benjamin, who was laughing and chatting with the group. He did have things in hand. Benjamin’s final days in the museum were at hand. I knew he was struggling to leave it in my hands. I could do him this favor and let him enjoy his museum before he officially retired. “Fine.”

      He grinned. “Thanks.”

      “Give me a minute.”

      I walked back to Benjamin and asked him if he would be okay for an hour. He was obviously very happy to be in charge of what I very much saw as his museum still. It was hard to call it my own when he still showed up every day. He wasn’t pushy, and he didn’t micromanage, but I saw the looks on his face when I moved something or changed up a display. It was hard to let someone else in your sandbox to play.

      I walked out of the museum with Patrick leading the way. He was up to something. I had a strong suspicion that “something” involved Tyson. If I found out Tyson had gone to Patrick to try and get him to convince me to give him control over my museum, both of them were going to be permanently on my shit list. I would never speak to either again.

      We took a seat at a Mexican restaurant close to the museum.

      “How have you been?” Patrick asked as he sipped on a margarita.

      “Must be nice to day drink,” I said.

      He shrugged, offering a cheesy grin. “It is. You could have enjoyed a margarita with me.”

      “I have to go back to work.”

      “You don’t need to work.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      He took another long drink. “I don’t think your buddy would have minded if you came back a little tipsy. He seems to have a bit of a thing for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He’s old enough to be my grandfather.”

      “He doesn’t look that old. He looks very spry. He’s probably one of those silver foxes I hear ladies cooing over all the time.”

      “Not this lady.”

      “How is Hayden?” he asked. She was the only thing we really needed to talk about in my opinion.

      “She’s fine. Mom dropped by for a little visit a few days ago. She was kind enough to bring her own pharmacy with her.”

      His eyes narrowed. “To your apartment?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Hayden invited her to stay for dinner. I couldn’t say no. Mom was being all normal and trying to be the perfect mom. Then she asked Hayden to come home. I think Hayden was actually considering it until Mom’s drugs fell out of her purse. I told her to leave and never come back.”

      “Do you think she will listen?”

      “Not for a minute,” I answered.

      He sighed, shaking his head. “You know where this is headed?”

      “I know.”

      “I can retain a lawyer.”

      “If we do that, we are forcing Hayden to stay away. Right now, it is her choice. I don’t want to take that choice away from her.”

      “Mae, it isn’t safe for her to go back home. We need to have some kind of legal rights to protect her. You know Mom. She can clean up and put on a good show. If she gets Hayden back, it might not be so easy to get her out of Mom’s clutches again.”

      I groaned and looked out the window. “I know.”

      “Besides Hayden, how is everything else going?”

      “Fine.”

      “You seem to be enjoying the museum.”

      I shrugged. “What’s not to enjoy? It’s mine. No one can sell it out from under me.”

      He shook his head. “I hope you will forgive me one day. I truly did what I thought was for the best for our family. “

      “You’ve said that. It seems like it was best for you. You bought a boat?”

      His boyish grin almost made me laugh. Almost. “I did. I would love to take you and Hayden out for a day.”

      “You are going to blow through all your money. Don’t come to me begging for a job.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said with a laugh. “I invested some. I’ll be okay. I want to live life. I don’t want to toil away at a job I don’t like.”

      I felt a little guilty. I had been able to enjoy the freedom of being the second born. I was able to enjoy college and have some freedom. Patrick had been saddled with our parents and the business from the time he was about seventeen. He was finally getting to live out his youth. “I get it.”

      “I’ve been reading the news about your museum,” he said. “You are doing great. I’m very proud of you. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry again for selling the business. I’m not sorry that you landed on your feet. You are doing far more now than you could have with that albatross around your neck. I hope one day you will be able to see that.”

      “I might be able to one day, but I’m still pissed, Patrick.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, I gathered that. It isn’t like you are quiet about it.”

      “One day, it will be fine. That day is not today.”

      “Got it. Has Tyson given you any grief?”

      I suddenly felt very guilty. “What?”

      “Tyson. Now that you own a rival museum, has he said anything?”

      I shook my head. “Not much. We collaborated together to give Hayden’s class tours of our museums.”

      “Really? How did that go?”

      I couldn’t help the smile on my face. “Very well.”

      “What about the statue? He told me you bought a statue he wanted.”

      I grinned. “I did. That’s what all the media buzz is about. I’m planning an unveiling on Saturday. I’m hoping he will be there. I want to rub it in his face a little more. I want him to see the crowd of people that better be there.”

      He laughed. “Atta girl. Show him how it’s done.”

      “I plan on it. All in all, he’s been a really good sport. He doesn’t seem all that pissed. It isn’t like he can’t go out and buy ten more expensive relics.”

      “But you bought the one he wanted,” he reminded me.

      “He’ll want more.”

      “I used to think he had a thing for you back in the old days,” he commented.

      There was an icy shiver that ran down my spine, followed by heated blush. “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seemed like he was more interested in hanging out at the house when you were home. When Mom and Dad would order me to take you somewhere or pick you up, I always put up a fight. He was the one who told me to just do it. I don’t know if it was like a big brother thing or if he had a crush on you.”

      “I don’t know,” I murmured.

      I knew Patrick well enough to know he would not approve. At least, he wouldn’t have approved back then. I wasn’t sure he would approve now. I was sure Tyson felt the same way. I told myself it didn’t matter. Tyson and I weren’t a thing. There was nothing between us. He didn’t want me—he wanted my museum. He wasn’t going to get it. Or me.

      “Are you planning on buying any more things for the museum?” he casually asked.

      I shrugged. “Not anytime soon. I want to make some renovations first. I’m hoping the statue will increase business and then I can use that to make those changes. Once I do the renovations, then there will be an increase in business again and I can look at some more big-ticket items.”

      He was smiling and nodding. “You really do know what you’re doing.”

      “I’m trying. I’m learning. I know the basics and I’m sure I’ll figure out the rest.”

      “I have no doubt in my mind that you will. If you need any help with the books or filling out paperwork to get a loan, just give me a holler. I don’t want to be a part of your business, but we are family. I will help out.”

      “Thank you. I just might take you up on that offer soon.”

      “I hope you do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      The hired car was waiting for me when I touched down at the small, private airstrip in Bellevue, Washington. My meeting in Los Angeles was canceled at the last minute. I wasn’t prepared to fly across the country and turn around and go home with nothing accomplished. I decided to return Alec’s favor and drop in on him.

      I was driven through the busy streets to a building that was very new and very grand. I was impressed as I climbed out of the back seat. I headed inside and was a little overwhelmed by the smell of pine. The lobby had what appeared to be a forest right in the middle of it. Potted trees and plants surrounded a water wall. I wasn’t sure if the smell was artificial or natural, but it was powerful. I walked to the directory and looked for the name of the company Alec was running.

      I spotted the auction house that was an up and comer in the world of expensive collectibles. It would soon rival Sotheby’s Auctions one day with Alec at the helm. I walked to the elevator and stepped inside. Instead of pine, I smelled coffee. I smiled to myself. Of course, I smelled coffee. It was what the Seattle area was known for. It was why Alec was such a coffee snob. He had been born and raised in the area and had some very specific coffee preferences.

      I stepped inside the office and was immediately greeted by a beautiful, young blonde sitting behind a desk that practically swallowed her whole. Behind her was a picture of Alec with a huge smile on his face. He was definitely fitting in nicely.

      “Hello,” I greeted.

      She looked at me and prettily smiled. “Hello. Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Alec Indus.”

      “Is he expecting you?” she asked with a small frown as her eyes dropped toward her computer.

      “No. I’m an old friend in from Philadelphia. It’s a surprise visit.”

      “Oh, let me see if he’s available.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Tell him it’s Tyson. I’m sure he’ll make the time.”

      She smiled and nodded as she picked up the phone. A minute later, Alec came through a pair of double doors with a smile on his face. “This is a surprise!” he exclaimed.

      I shrugged. “I was in the neighborhood.”

      He chuckled and jerked his head back through the doors. “Come into my office.”

      I walked into the massive space that was far bigger than mine. He was doing very well by the looks of things. I noticed a stack of paperwork on his desk and knew he had been busy. It made me feel good he dropped everything to see me.

      “This is nice,” I commented as I sat down on the plush couch while he sat down in a large tub chair across from me. I kind of felt like I was in the Oval Office.

      “Thank you.”

      “You have really done well for yourself.”

      He smiled. “Thanks. So what really brings you all the way to Seattle? I think we are a little off your usual path.”

      “I was headed to LA and the meeting was canceled. Slight detour.”

      He laughed. “Well, I am glad you are here nonetheless. How long are you going to stay?”

      “I’ll head back today.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. “What’s really going on?”

      I let out a long sigh. “Man, I really wish you were back. I miss your expertise and guidance. I feel like I’m floundering.” They were words I had never spoken before. I felt vulnerable and raw just saying them, but it was the truth.

      I wanted to be a better man, a better friend. I needed to be those things in order to win the woman I loved. I did love her. It was something I had known for a long time, but it was only recently I could admit it to myself.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “I approached the subject of a merger with Mae.”

      He winced. “It didn’t go well?”

      “No. No, it did not. She took offense to my offer of thirty-three percent interest.”

      He made another face. “Are you surprised?”

      “Kind of. My company is worth ten times what her museum is. I thought my offer was generous. She did not see it that way. I upped it to forty-nine percent and she acted like I tried to buy her for a goat.”

      “I think that is a very generous offer,” he agreed.

      “She didn’t.”

      “What’s really going on? In the business world, that offer would have been jumped at by anyone with a true financial interest. Did you insult her? Does she just not like you?”

      I looked down at the black slacks I was wearing in preparation for the now canceled meeting. I picked at invisible lint before looking back at him. “I don’t think I insulted her. I think she does like me, but she does not like me as the man I am at work.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we are a thing. I don’t know what that thing is, but we enjoy each other when we are not talking business.”

      He laughed. “I figured that much.”

      “She doesn’t want me to have control of her museum. I wasn’t suggesting I would be her boss but that is the way she sees it. She came to me with her own offer, bringing her lawyer in tow. The papers give her fifty-one percent interest. How could I possibly agree to that? What if things go badly with us? Not that they are going anywhere at the moment, but what if what we have fades?”

      “Why would it fade? You have told me very little about her, you, and your past, but it’s obvious there is a strong bond between you. How long have you pined after this woman?”

      I smirked. “Fifteen years, give or take a year.”

      “Yeah, I don’t see this fading. You’re scared.”

      “Hell yeah, I’m scared. She wants control of my company. I spent the bulk of my life preparing and building that company. I’m not interested in just handing it over.”

      “Are you handing it over?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Admit it. You are terrified you are handing over your heart with the company. You are a very guarded man, Tyson. You let no one in. The percentage of control is essentially a metaphor for your heart. You are worried about giving up that tight hold on you. The you under the façade.”

      “I’m not a fake,” I argued.

      “No, you are not, but you are reserved. I’ve only managed to catch a glimpse of who you are on occasion. I’ve been able to figure out what makes you tick because I’m smart like that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course, you are. This is different. This is my company. My means. How in the hell am I supposed to sign that over? Is that even a little fair?”

      “Technically, no. Do you trust her?”

      “With?”

      “All of it. Do you trust her? Do you think she is after your money?”

      “Mae isn’t like that.”

      He slowly nodded. “You do not believe she is after your money.”

      “No.”

      “Does she want your company?”

      That one, I had to think about for a second. “I don’t think so. She’s very independent. She likes to do things for herself. Her museum makes her very happy. I think she just wants to have it all to herself.”

      “So, she doesn’t want your money or your company,” he surmised. “She only wants control of her museum.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why would she want to merge with you at all?”

      He made a good point. “The financial help I could offer her. I could help her fulfill all the wishes she has for her museum.”

      “Did you ask if she wanted your help?”

      “No, but I am offering it.”

      He shook his head. “And she is essentially declining your offer. She doesn’t want you to be her overlord. I can’t say I blame her. You said you built your company from the ground up and poured your blood sweat and tears into it. What about her? You took her last business. I would guess she’s a little gun shy.”

      “I didn’t take it!” I argued.

      “You did.”

      “But I paid for it. A lot. I gave her family a huge payout so they could be comfortable.”

      “You said she isn’t about money,” he reminded me.

      “This is why you shouldn’t have left me,” I said. “I’m clearly helpless. I can’t make a right decision to save my life.”

      He laughed. “You are fine. This isn’t a business matter. This is a matter of the heart. You were going to step in the shit with or without me.”

      “Fuck. I really fucked this up, didn’t I?”

      “I cannot tell you what to do. This has to be your decision. This is what I have to say on the matter. To me, forty-nine percent of a very healthy company with a very high revenue stream is more valuable than having zero percent of someone you care about. Love even. You have to decide if it’s the company or her that is most important to you.”

      I groaned. “Now you sound like her.”

      “She wants you to prove you care about her. I don’t know what has happened between you, but it sounds like she might not completely trust you.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that but considered it was likely true. “And to make her trust me, I have to give her my company.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. You are not giving it to her. You are sharing it with her. You can always have some legal verbiage put in that allows you to make certain decisions if you are worried. I don’t think that is going to be the problem. She is only trying to make sure you don’t run roughshod over her and her ideas for her museum.”

      “I wouldn’t do that!” I protested.

      He shrugged. “Tell her, not me. Tell her how you feel or you’re going to lose her.”

      The way he said it sounded dire. It was terrifying. I didn’t want to lose her. I had lost her once. Instead of dwelling on a subject I couldn’t quite fit into a box just yet, I asked him about his work and life in the Seattle area.

      After catching up for a while, it was time to say goodbye. “I should probably let you get back to work. Thank you for giving me so much of your time. And your great advice.”

      “Anytime, Tyson. Really, anytime. Pick up the phone and call me or grab the keys to your jet and come over for dinner.”

      I laughed. “I’m not sure it works like that, but I will keep it in mind.”

      I got up and shook his hand before leaving him in his office. I wished like hell he would come back. I couldn’t ask him to. I couldn’t guilt him into saving me from myself. I walked through the lobby and was resolute in my decision to leave Alec be. He was doing great and was very happy. I wouldn’t get in his way.

      I had made the mess and it was up to me to clean it up. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about the Mae situation, but he had given me some excellent insight. It was up to me to decide what to do with it. I was at a crossroads.

      I was drawn to her. I knew without a doubt I would always be drawn to her. Even if by some chance I ended up with another woman in my life, it would always be Mae. She would be the woman every other woman was compared to.

      I didn’t know if she felt the same way about me, which was the real problem. I was a chickenshit. I didn’t want to show my cards first. It felt very adolescent. Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I leaned my ass against the edge of the kitchen counter and sipped on my coffee while Hayden chatted away about a test she was preparing for. I liked our morning routine. It was nice to have someone to talk to. Living alone could be lonely. I never realized just how lonely until I had someone to share my mornings with. I liked having someone to chill with in the evenings. We would watch our favorite reality shows, get excited by a performer, and give running commentary.

      “How is Jared?” I asked her.

      She blushed, as always. “He’s fine.”

      “How late did you stay up texting with him last night?”

      Her mouth fell open. “How did you know?”

      “I would say because I’m a mom and moms know. Since I can’t make that claim, I’m going with I’m a girl and I have spent many nights staying up late texting a boy.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m not a dinosaur. Or a nun.”

      She giggled. “I forget sometimes.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny. What do you guys talk about?”

      “I don’t know. Stuff.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Way to be vague.”

      She was quiet for a second before she looked at me. “He asked me to be his girlfriend.”

      I sipped my coffee, giving myself a few precious seconds to process the information. I was thrilled for her, but I was also worried for her. Young love was a very difficult sea to navigate. It always ended with heartbreak on both sides. There was also the little matter of contact. Did I have to have the talk with her? The thought made me very uncomfortable. It was necessary but I was dreading it and hoping to put it off just a little longer.

      “That’s exciting,” I said with a bright smile. “What did you say?”

      “I told him I would think about it.”

      I burst into laughter. “Good girl. Make him wait.”

      “I don’t know what I should say. I’ve never had a boyfriend.”

      I sent up a silent prayer that I would say the right thing. “There isn’t a lot to it. The most important thing is you are friends and you respect each other. You respect what one another are feeling. You respect each other period, even if you get in an argument.”

      “What about kissing and stuff?”

      “If you are okay with kissing and holding hands, then that is up to the two of you to decide. I will ask that you remember you are thirteen and you are not ready for some things yet.”

      She turned bright red. “Mae!”

      I laughed. “I’m sorry. I just want you to know you can talk to me. Don’t rush this. Your first real love is going to be a doozy. You’ll know if Jared is your true love. You either feel it or you don’t. If you don’t, go with the flow. No pressure but don’t do anything you will regret.”

      “How do I know I will regret it?”

      Tough question. “I want to say you have to listen to your gut.”

      “But?”

      “But I don’t know if we always get a sign. I think we do, but damn if we don’t get caught up in the moment and ignore all those signs.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy. “Uh, okay.”

      I reminded myself she wasn’t me. Jared wasn’t Tyson. They weren’t us. They weren’t going to fall madly in love and then walk away without a second glance backward. “Just have fun. Don’t let it get too serious.”

      “I’m not going to marry the guy,” she spat.

      “Fine, then don’t have sex with him.”

      “Mae! Oh my god! I’m not!”

      I shrugged. “Good. I just wanted to put that out there. Now that we have that out of the way, are you ready to go?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about something else,” she said. The way she said it told me it was serious. If she told me she was pregnant, I wasn’t sure what I would do.

      “What’s up?” I asked, doing my very best to sound casual.

      “I was thinking about going to see Mom and Dad,” she blurted out.

      “What?” I nearly choked.

      “I kind of miss them.”

      “I understand that,” I said, trying to be calm and rational. “Hayden, Mom and Dad are not healthy people to be around.”

      “They might need groceries or laundry done,” she said.

      “Hayden, I hate that you think you have to do those things for them. They are parents. They are the ones who should be doing things for you.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I do a grocery order and it will be delivered. They don’t always eat. You saw Mom. She was hungry.”

      I shook my head. “If she is hungry, she can make herself dinner. She can order groceries. You do not need to take care of her.”

      “She needs help,” she insisted. “They both need help.”

      “Yes, they do. They are adults and they can get help if they want it. That’s the problem. They don’t want the help. They like living in a fog. They like feeling numb.”

      “Mae, just one visit,” she begged.

      I bit my bottom lip. “Hayden, I get it. I really do. I felt the way you do for a long time. Too long. I clung to the hope they would wake up one day and be better. Patrick always told me to give up hope. I couldn’t do it. I hung on for years and I have to tell you, it sucked. I cried a lot. I was miserable. I gave up a good part of my youth to their addiction. I can’t let you do that.”

      “I’m just talking about a visit.”

      I slowly shook my head. “It starts out that way. Then you get sucked back in. Think back to those days when you first came here. Do you remember how sad you were? How often you cried?”

      She nodded. “I guess.”

      “It hurt. I know it hurt you. It took you a couple of weeks to recover. I don’t want you to go back to square one. You have moved forward. You’ve been so happy. I don’t want you to see them and fall back into old habits. I think it is best for you to keep your distance for a while longer. I know you want to help them, and I love you for wanting to help. You’re a good person. Let me protect you just a little.”

      “I don’t need protection,” she retorted.

      I smiled. “Yes, you do. You are a young girl who needs and deserves protection. I am going to do that. I can’t forbid you from seeing them, but I am asking you to give it some more time. You need to live your life. You need to find happiness. Once you find that and you are settled, then visit them. Then, it will be easier for you to walk away.”

      She let out a long sigh. “Fine. But I think we are all they have. We are the only ones that can help them.”

      “No, they are the only ones that can help them. Remember that. This is on them. This is not on us to fix. We will be wasting our time and spinning our wheels if we try to give them help they don’t want.”

      She was quiet for several seconds. “Fine. I won’t go over there. But should I call?”

      “Even that is risky, but I understand if you want to check in. Just promise me you will keep it at that. Don’t let her or him pull you into their tales of woe. Whatever situation they are in is of their own doing.”

      “I know. I get it. I’ll think about it.”

      “Thank you. Now, we better get a move on or you are going to be late.”

      “And you.”

      I winked. “I’m the boss. I’m never late.”

      She giggled as we walked out of the door. “I’m going to be a boss one day.”

      I was glad I could be an inspiration to her. It made me feel good. “I have no doubt that you will.”

      I drove to the school, getting in the drop-off line. I pulled to a stop. “I’ll see you later,” she said, opening the passenger door.

      “Tell Jared I want to have a long talk with him. I want to make sure he knows what he is getting into.”

      “No!” she squealed and jumped out of the car.

      I burst into laughter, nearly ramming my car into the bumper of the car in front of me. I got myself together and headed back onto the road. It was fun being able to tease her. I prayed she would take my advice and leave our parents alone. It took me going to college to finally get some clarity. It didn’t happen right away. I still had a hard time not falling into the old traps.

      I was almost to the museum when I got a call from Tyson. I experienced a combination of emotions. I felt angry and then hopeful and then worried he was going to tell me he shredded the contracts I dropped off. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised. He was certainly taking his sweet time to give me an answer.

      “Hello,” I answered, pretending like it was totally normal to get a phone call from him.

      “Hi,” he replied.

      I waited for him to say more. He said nothing.

      “Tyson? Did you want to say something?”

      “Yes. Are you busy tonight?”

      That was not what I was expecting. “Not necessarily. Why?”

      “I would like to invite you to dinner. My house.”

      “Your house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Dinner?” I questioned. In reality, I was stalling. I didn’t know what to say.

      “Yes. I want to talk, and I was thinking it would be better to talk without interruptions.”

      I was a little worried but there was no point in worrying about what I didn’t know. “Sure, I guess.”

      “Great. Is seven too late?”

      “No, that works. I’ll let Hayden know.”

      “I’ll see you then. Italian okay?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Italian is perfect.”

      “See you soon,” he said and ended the call.

      I parked my car behind the museum and took a minute to process. Dinner at his house sounded serious. Then again, it could be a repeat of what happened in the Egyptian Sky room. Suddenly, I was pissed. The man better not be planning to try and persuade me with a good dinner and sex. I wasn’t going to be bought off.

      I was stalwart in my decision. I would not give him control. I couldn’t do it. I needed to know what he was willing to sacrifice. I would never take the man’s company. I didn’t want his money. I didn’t want his business. I wanted my own business without anyone interfering. For too long, I had given up control. First my parents, then Patrick and now Tyson. I couldn’t do it.

      I would entertain his thoughts and his explanations, but I was not going to change my mind. I wasn’t going to let him have fifty-one percent of my museum. He could wine and dine me all he wanted. It wasn’t going to happen.

      I went to the back door, using my key to unlock it, and walked inside. I inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of old. It was such an odd, unique smell that I doubted most people would notice, but I did. It was the smell of independence and freedom. My independence. My freedom.

      There was no way in hell I was giving it up.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I hopped out of the car and rushed inside my favorite Italian restaurant. I picked up the order I had called in, checking the time. I was cutting it close. I got distracted at work looking at a new series of artifacts from an ancient tomb that were being made available soon. I was the proverbial kid in a candy store when I saw things like that.

      “Home, please, quickly,” I said to the driver.

      “Yes, sir,” he said and hit the gas.

      It was moments like these I strongly considered buying a smaller car to be carried around in. The large, roomy car was comfortable, but it wasn’t exactly designed for weaving in and out of traffic. By the time we made it to my house, I was in a small panic. I was relieved to find Mae was not there waiting for me.

      I rushed inside, doing a quick pit check, and didn’t detect any offending odors as I moved to the kitchen. Truthfully, my plan was to attempt to cook for her. That didn’t happen. Now, I was going to try and deceive her. I would beg for forgiveness later. I grabbed two plates and began to dish up the lasagna. I only got one plate filled before I heard the doorbell.

      “Shit, dammit, shit,” I muttered, looking around at the evidence. “Fuck it.”

      There was nothing to do about it. I walked to the door and greeted her. “Hello.”

      “Hi. Am I early?”

      “No, not at all. Come in.”

      “It smells delicious.”

      I smiled, confessing nothing. “Can I pour you some wine?”

      “Sure,” she answered.

      I showed her into the dining room that opened to the kitchen but there was a high center island that would hopefully block her view of my little deception. I pulled out a chair. “Have a seat. You’re probably exhausted after a long day.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How is Hayden?” I asked as I handed her a glass of wine.

      “She’s good.”

      The way she answered it told me there was more to it. I wouldn’t pry. “Dinner will be ready in just a minute.”

      I walked back to the kitchen and casually dished up another plate of lasagna before grabbing a bowl and dumping the sliced garlic bread into it. My back was to Mae as I opened up the green salad. My plan was to put it in a bowl as well.

      “You are not going to try and convince me you prepared all this, are you?”

      I spun around. She was looking at me with an amused smile. There was no point in trying to lie. “No.”

      “Liar.”

      “I did intend to cook for you, but I got busy. No, that’s not true. I got distracted by a new collection being readied for the market. I didn’t realize the time until it was too late.”

      “I know you better than that. You don’t cook.”

      “Hey,” I protested. “I’ve been learning. I don’t cook like this, but I can make lasagna. It’s not terribly difficult.”

      “You might have to give me cooking lessons. Poor Hayden is going to die of starvation or malnutrition with my cooking skills.”

      I liked the sound of that. “I would love to.” I couldn’t hide my heated look. She turned me on. I didn’t care that she was still mad at me. She was fucking beautiful.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      I looked around the kitchen. “I think the heavy lifting is done. You can carry our plates to the table. I was going to dump this salad in a bowl, but I don’t suppose there is any point now.”

      She grinned, shaking her head. “No need to dirty another dish. Not that you have to wash them.”

      “Hey, I sometimes put them in the dishwasher.”

      She laughed as she carried the plates to the table. “Sure, you do.”

      “I said sometimes.”

      I carried the salad and bread and directed her to the utensils while I poured myself a glass of wine. We took our seats, and thankfully, there was none of that uncomfortableness. It was very easy to be with her. I enjoyed sharing meals with her. Hell, I just enjoyed being near her.

      “What artifacts were you looking at?” she asked.

      I laughed. “I’m afraid to tell you.”

      Instead of being offended, she laughed. “Good point.”

      “Is there any news about the boy Hayden was crushing on?” I asked her.

      She rolled her eyes. “The boy, Jared, wants to make it official. He asked her to be his girlfriend.”

      “And she said?”

      “She would think about it.”

      That made me laugh. “She’s a true Kendell woman.”

      “I worry about her, but I think she’s far more mature than the average thirteen-year-old.”

      I slowly nodded. “And she has you to guide her.”

      She took a bite of her lasagna. “So good.”

      “It is my favorite place.”

      “Do you have a regular table there as well?” she teased.

      “I do, but I swear, I don’t always eat out. I think it’s because I tip well.”

      “I think you are very right,” she said with a laugh.

      “How about the parents?” I questioned, knowing it was a touchy subject. I wanted to believe we were at a point in our relationship—even if it wasn’t technically a relationship—that she felt comfortable talking to me about things. I knew it was a big part of her life.

      She blew out a breath. “Hayden wants to visit them. I discouraged her. I don’t want her having anything to do with them. Not until they are healthy.”

      “I think that is a very good idea. You know better than anyone.”

      “Yes, I do. I hope she will heed my warning. How terrible is it that I’m hoping she will have a boyfriend at the ripe age of thirteen? Anything to keep her mind off them.”

      “I don’t think it’s terrible,” I replied. “It’s the lesser of two evils.”

      She laughed. “I wasn’t much older than her when we started sneaking around.”

      I remembered those days very well. Those days were still some of the best days of my life. “I remember.”

      “It was exciting back then, huh?”

      “It was very exciting.”

      She looked at me with such sweetness and adoration I nearly melted. “I’m glad I wasn’t thirteen.”

      I laughed. “Me too. That would have been grounds for throwing my ass in prison.”

      “Patrick would not have let you survive if he had known.”

      “I’m glad he did not know,” I told her. “I don’t think I could have stopped seeing you. I would have risked his wrath. I would have risked everything to be with you.”

      She looked down before meeting my eyes. “Me too. Isn’t that crazy? I tried to explain it to Hayden.”

      “Us?” I asked with surprise.

      “No. That first love. There is nothing that can compare with your first love. I warned her to be careful because once you fall in love that first time, it is impossible to recover.”

      I nodded in agreement. “You are so right.”

      “I’m hoping she will be able to talk to me if she decides this guy is her first love. I explained that feeling that you can’t describe.”

      “When you know, you know.”

      “Exactly,” she agreed. “I don’t want her to have regrets.”

      “Do you have regrets?” I questioned.

      She offered me a shy smile. “No.”

      “Me either.”

      “Have you ever been in love?” she asked.

      “Just once,” I told her.

      “Me too,” she breathed.

      “I won’t try to pretend I’ve lived the life of a monk, but I’ve only had one meaningful relationship in my entire life.”

      “Really?”

      I slowly nodded. “Really. I’ve dated. I’ve attempted to be in a relationship or two, but it never works. I’m a dick. At least, that’s what I’ve been told. I don’t call them back. I don’t pay attention. I don’t open up. The list of my character flaws is very long apparently.”

      She laughed. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh. I think the people who pointed out your character flaws were obviously upset that you weren’t giving them the attention they wanted or needed. You are not that kind of man. Those women should have understood that from the beginning.”

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure how I felt about her statement. Was she saying I was a selfish boyfriend? I hoped I never did that to her. I didn’t know what to say. I did what I always did when I was presented with a confusing and a little upsetting situation. “I wish I had dessert to offer you,” I said as I got to my feet.

      “I’m good.”

      I carried both our plates to the sink. I debated what to say. Did I let it ride? Did I address it? “I hope I didn’t neglect you,” I said.

      I turned around to look at her sitting at my table.

      She finished the glass of wine. “I didn’t feel neglected.”

      “Was I neglectful?”

      She grinned. “Not to me.”

      That made me feel better. She rose from the table, carrying the bowl of bread to the kitchen. I watched her move. She was so damn beautiful. “Thank God. I don’t think I could have forgiven myself if I mistreated you.”

      “You didn’t. Were you being serious when you said you have never been in a relationship?”

      “I was. I’ve tried, but like I said, it just never worked. I was a shitty boyfriend. I’m not sure I ever reached boyfriend status technically. I didn’t call. I didn’t remember special days. I was really bad at it and the worst part was, I didn’t give a shit.”

      She walked around the edge of the counter, stepping close to me. Her hand reached up to touch my cheek. “Why?”

      “Why what?” I asked, feeling a little dumb. I couldn’t remember what we were talking about. My heart, lungs, every nerve in my body were tuned into her and the gentle touch on my cheek.

      “Why were you a bad boyfriend? You were a great secret boyfriend to me. You remembered everything. You snuck me flowers and would do little things like make me a sandwich when you thought I was hungry. When Patrick asked you why, you always claimed you were hungry and wanted one for yourself and thought to make me one. You were very attentive. You were a very good boyfriend.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Really, thank you. I didn’t really understand how much those comments bothered me until just now. I didn’t want to be a bad boyfriend. I didn’t want to be a dick. I just didn’t really care.”

      She stepped closer and looked into my eyes. “You cared enough about me to be a very good boyfriend. I told Hayden not to have any regrets. I have one regret about all that.”

      “What is that?”

      “I regret that it had to be a secret. I think things could have been very different for us if we weren’t forced to keep it a secret. I hate that we couldn’t be open about our feelings for one another. I think it led to a lot of hurt feelings.”

      I slowly nodded. “Me too.”

      “If you could go back, would you change things?”

      “How so?”

      “Would you have left me be?”

      I smirked. “Not a chance in hell.”

      That earned a bright smile from her. “Good answer,” she breathed and pressed her lips to mine.

      I didn’t hesitate to pull her against me. My mouth moved over hers. She started the kiss, but I was going to finish it. It had been too long since I touched her. Too long since I tasted her. Kissing her and being near her had been on my mind for days. Having her in my arms was not something I was going to squander.

      “I need you,” I whispered against her lips. “More than anything, I need you.”

      She answered with another searing kiss that changed the energy in the room. My need was no longer something I could manage and control. It was driving me. It was controlling me. All I could think about was being inside her sweet, wet heat. Right. That. Minute.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I shushed the nagging voice in the back of my head telling me to stop. That bitch needed to sit down and let me enjoy the hot man in my hands.

      Tyson was my addiction. I craved his touch. I craved his kisses, and of course, I craved his body pressed against mine, plunging inside me. I needed him like I needed air, which was dangerous and stupid. I tried to shut off that need but being close to him made that impossible.

      I reached for the button on his jeans. I was not a weak, shy woman. I wanted sex and I was not afraid to make the first move. It was an old dance between us. One we both knew very well. While I worked at his jeans, he fumbled to lift my shirt over my head. I stopped long enough to lift my arms and let him discard the shirt on the kitchen floor. Then I attacked his jeans with real gusto. I pushed them down his legs and dropped to my knees in front of him. My plan was to get the jeans all the way off, but I was immediately distracted by his manhood at eye level.

      I reached for his erection, and without even thinking twice about what I wanted, I ran my tongue over the head of his cock. I closed my eyes, savoring the raw strength of him as I slid my mouth down the hard length.

      He sucked in a breath, his hands moving into my hair. His fingertips massaged my skull as I moved over him, sliding my tongue over his length and sucking hard. The sounds from him above me told me he was enjoying it, even if it did sound like he was in excruciating pain.

      “Mae, my god, Mae,” he whispered. The way he said it made it sound like he was in the throes of a wild, erotic dream. I relished the power I wielded over him in that moment. I had the power to give him great pleasure. I controlled how much I gave.

      I was suddenly ravenous. I craved the power as much as I craved him. I moved faster, sucking on him. I reached up and dug my nails into his bare ass and held him close to my face.

      “Holy fuck,” he groaned before violently jerking away from me. A popping sound echoed around the room when he pulled his dick from my sucking mouth.

      I looked up at him and grinned. I felt a little drunk. It wasn’t alcohol that was making me feel heady. It was passion and pleasure and power.

      His eyes met mine. His jaw was clenched, and his chest heaved. In a flash of movement, he bent forward, stuck his hands under my armpits and lifted me to my feet. He attacked my pants with a furious need. I could do nothing but stand still while he finished stripping me.

      I stood before him, naked except for my bra. A chill raced down my spine, but it had nothing to do with the temperature of the room. It was all due to the look in his eyes. Without warning, he lifted me once again, dropping me on the cool, smooth countertop.

      I gasped with shock. For a flash of a second, I felt very exposed and naughty. Then I remembered I was an adult and fucking the man I cared a great deal about in the kitchen of his very nice home was perfectly acceptable. We didn’t have to hide. I didn’t have to be ashamed. Once I gave myself the permission I needed, I gave over to the thrill of being naughty.

      “Open your legs,” he ordered.

      I very slowly and purposely opened my legs and watched as he stepped between them. I reached out and cupped his cheek, staring into his eyes. The man had to know he had my heart. He’d always had it. I was doing my best not to let him know, but I didn’t think I was doing a very good job.

      “Tyson,” I breathed. I was saying so much with just the one word. He seemed to understand.

      “I know,” he answered. “I know.”

      His mouth slammed over mine. I opened wide, taking his tongue inside my mouth and sucking and nibbling at his. While he kissed me, his hand moved between my legs. I moaned into his mouth when his finger moved over my sensitive flesh. I was already halfway to an orgasm. Giving him pleasure had excited me. Hell, being near him excited me.

      I yanked at the shirt he was wearing. I needed to feel his chest against mine. He pulled his hand from between my legs and quickly removed his shirt before he got right back to what he had been doing. One long finger slid inside, drawing out a loud groan from my lips. I leaned my head back and let myself float away on the pleasure he was bringing me. The intensity of his finger rubbing over my swollen flesh forced me to be present. I reached for his shoulders and drew him in closer as I slid my body dangerously close to the edge of the counter.

      “I need you,” I groaned.

      “You have me.”

      “Tyson,” I begged.

      He squeezed in a second finger, stretching me and giving me that last little bit of pleasure I needed to sail over the cliff of an orgasm. I cried out, my body bucking forward. He wrapped one arm around my waist, serving as an anchor as I roared with pleasure.

      His mouth dropped to my neck, sucking the flesh between his teeth and drawing out the ecstasy. The moment I was able to breathe again, he removed his fingers and stepped close to me. “God, how I have wanted this,” he whispered. “I dream of you all night, every night. It’s always you. It has always been you.”

      His sweet words echoed through my brain. This was the Tyson I felt like only I knew. It was his secret identity. It was his Superman side. The man could be soft and sweet and a total opposite to that awkward aloofness he presented to the world. This was my Tyson.

      “I want you,” I told him. The words meant so much more than the physical sense. I wanted him. Damn, if I knew what to do with that confession, but I wanted him.

      “You have me,” he answered.

      He reached for his heavy cock and guided it to my opening before pushing inside with one hard thrust. He felt bigger than before. He felt more intense and powerful as his body moved inside me. His mouth covered mine, his tongue imitating what was happening below. I felt my bra being unhooked and without ever taking his mouth from mine, he pulled it away. His hard chest pressed against my breasts. My sensitive nipples rubbed over the rippled strength covered by a smattering of chest hair that tickled and teased.

      I wrapped my arms around him and held on for dear life. He moved fast, his hands dropping to my hips to keep from sliding across the counter and dropping on my ass on the other side. The pace became frantic, both of us racing toward the climax waiting for us.

      The sounds of ecstasy echoed around us in the vast kitchen space. The bright overhead lights could have been a distraction but there was far too much passion in the room to be quelled by the lighting. It was only him and me and the exquisite pleasure our bodies gave one another.

      “Don’t stop,” I demanded when I felt the spiraling and tightening of nerves in my body.

      “I couldn’t if I wanted to,” he grunted.

      “Shift,” he murmured. I found myself a little lost, confused by the haze of desire wrapping me up tightly. I slid back a little. He held on to my left hip with one hand and pushed his other hand against my chest. “Lay back.”

      My eyes widened and I was suddenly very clear about what he was asking. I looked into his eyes and the initial panic evaporated. It was Tyson. I could trust him in this. I did as he asked, laying my body over the counter with my head touching the opposite edge of the wide expanse of granite.

      I looked at him from my new vantage point. He looked so much bigger and so much more dangerous. So much more everything. My eyes dropped to the point where he was joined with me. Seeing it in the bright light was the most erotic thing I had ever witnessed. He began to move, both his hands on my hips as he held me in place. I couldn’t take my eyes off the scene before me.

      When I managed to pull my gaze away, it was to find him watching what I had just been focused on. Every vein in his neck stood out. The muscles in his arms were flexed as he concentrated on that one spot. I couldn’t stop the physical reaction. I briefly closed my eyes as my body shattered into a million pieces.

      “Oh shit,” he whispered.

      I opened my eyes and found him holding on for dear life. It was seconds later when he found his release and exploded inside me. We were both groaning and grunting as we rode out the joined orgasm. I felt like I had been turned inside out by the time my body stopped spasming. He reached for me, pulling me up to a sitting position once again. I fell forward, collapsing against him as I held him close.

      I didn’t want to think about anything else. Not yet. I wanted to enjoy the beautiful afterglow for just a few more seconds. I sighed, knowing it was time to get home. Without a word, he helped me off the counter. We both dressed in silence. There was a hint of awkwardness.

      Once dressed, I looked at him—really looked at him. “I didn’t come here to do that,” I told him.

      His boyish grin warmed my heart. “I didn’t invite you over to do that.”

      “Why did you invite me over?”

      “I wanted to talk about the business matter,” he said.

      I slowly nodded. “Maybe we should do it at your office or mine or in a public place. I’m not sure we can be trusted to get much business done in a setting like this.”

      “I think you are right,” he said with a laugh. “I promise, this was not my intention. It’s just—well, shit. I get around you and I want you naked.”

      “I get it,” I said with a laugh.

      “Can I call you tomorrow?”

      “Please.”

      I looked at him again, trying to figure out what else to say. There wasn’t a lot to say. “I should get going. Hayden will be at home alone.”

      He nodded. I didn’t know if I should kiss him goodbye or make a clean getaway. The decision was taken from me when he stepped forward and jerked me against him.

      “Don’t think so hard about it,” he whispered before kissing me.

      When he finally released me, my legs were shaking. He had a way of turning me on and firing me up with very little effort. He was dangerous to be around.

      “I should go.”

      He grinned. “You said that. I’ll walk you out.”

      We walked to the door, but he didn’t stop there. He walked me all the way to my car, even opening the door for me. I got in and waved before pulling away. My heart was pounding. I felt warm all over. I could go from hating him to loving him in the blink of an eye. He was the only man that could piss me off and turn me on in the span of five seconds.

      I smiled. That was one of the reasons I liked him so much.
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      I was trying to figure out the best way to approach the merger subject with Mae. Last night, I had a talk all planned. That plan had gone out the window the moment I saw her.

      I told myself to just be natural. Unfortunately, my natural inclination was to touch her and do other things to her. I couldn’t be natural, or we would end up horizontal on my desk or her desk. Or up against a wall or any other way that I could fuck her.

      I didn’t get much time to dwell on the matter. Between fielding phone calls and returning emails, the morning flew by. Just when I thought I would have a second to plan my conversation, I was greeted by an unexpected visitor.

      “Busy?” Patrick asked, popping his head inside my open office door.

      I looked around at the clutter on my desk. “Nope. Not at all.” I was lying. I was swamped but I could make time. It was all about building a friendship, and apparently, that required me giving some time to the situation.

      Patrick walked in and flopped down in the chair. “Your desk is a mess,” he commented.

      I smirked. “I’ve got a lot on my plate. I’m running a multi-million-dollar business almost all on my own.”

      “You should hire some help.”

      “Gee, thanks for the good advice. I wish I would have thought of it.”

      He was unbothered by my sarcasm. “How is it going with your competition?”

      That caught my attention. “My competition?”

      “Mae. Is she kicking your ass yet?”

      “Hardly,” I answered in a cocky tone.

      “Does it piss you off at all that she is hyping up the unveiling of that statue?”

      I shrugged. “Why would it? Museums hold grand unveilings all the time.”

      “But she is your direct competition. She is trying to make her museum bigger and better than yours.”

      “Not really. Have you seen my museums?” It was a cocky, arrogant thing to say but I was putting on a front. I felt like we were back in high school and I was trying too hard to pretend I didn’t care. It always amazed me he never picked up on it.

      He chuckled. “Good cover. I know it sucks she did what she did. You know Mae. When she gets pissed, she goes after revenge.”

      “And she is damn good at it.”

      He was grinning like a proud father. “Yes, she is. I think she will run the industry one day. She’ll own your museums.”

      That statement was a little too close for comfort. “There is nothing to say we can’t have several excellent museums. The more history being retold, the better.”

      “Bullshit. You know it’s pissing you off.”

      “No, it isn’t. Her museum is great, and it specializes in a very different time period than mine. You do know that history stretches back thousands of years, right? We have many, many different cultures and civilizations to talk about and dig into their history. Mae could own twenty museums and I would not be worried my own would suffer.”

      He was laughing, acting as if I was just talking shit. I meant it. I wasn’t worried there would be too much competition. Not by any means.

      “Sure, good story. Keep telling yourself you don’t care. You will care when she walks in here and tries to buy your company out from under you.”

      “It will never happen.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that,” he said, still laughing. He was starting to piss me off. Only because he was getting a little too close to my one true fear. It was very possible it could happen, and I really did not like the thought of it.

      I played it off, shrugging a shoulder. “You seem to be enjoying early retirement. Maybe I will as well. I’ll buy a yacht and set sail for somewhere tropical.”

      “Have you spoken to her?” he asked.

      For a brief moment, I thought I was busted. “What?”

      “Do you and her talk?”

      I shrugged. “On occasion.”

      “Did she tell you about Benjamin?”

      Ice followed by green jealousy raced through my veins. “Who?”

      “Benjamin. Some dude at the museum that is sweet on her.”

      I hid my reaction. I would not let him see how pissed the thought made me. “Really?”

      He nodded. “She talked about him a lot.”

      “I’m surprised she is talking to you at all.”

      “You and me both,” he muttered. “Baby steps. She’ll forgive me. She has to. Besides Hayden, I’m all she has in this world. And Benjamin.”

      I put aside my own feelings on the matter and decided to focus on him. “Why do you hate the idea of Mae being with anyone?”

      “I don’t hate the idea of her being with a man,” he argued.

      “I think you do. You have worked very hard at keeping her away from anyone and everyone. You have approved of no one. Don’t say you have because I have been around when you scared them off, one by one. Some with a little more force than others.”

      His smirk told me he didn’t care. “There has yet to be a man worthy of her.”

      “How would you know? You never let anyone get close to her to find out.”

      “I know. Big brothers know these things.”

      I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say what was really on my mind. Patrick didn’t know shit. That was my opinion. He thought he did, but he didn’t. He didn’t know Mae as well as he thought he did. He didn’t know what she really liked or what made her laugh.

      “I see,” I commented.

      “I’m going to have to see what this Benjamin character is all about. I don’t want her falling all over some dude that is only using her.”

      “Why would he be using her?” I questioned, genuinely interested. If that was the case, I would beat his ass. Hell, I wanted to beat his ass in general for flirting with her.

      “I don’t know. Guys look at Mae and they see her beauty, but they don’t give her the respect she deserves. She dated a guy a while back. I hated him. I could see right through his bullshit, but she didn’t. He wanted one thing from her.”

      “How do you know that?”

      I could see him growing a little irritated by my questions. I wasn’t necessarily questioning his judgement, but I wanted to know what he saw that worried him. I wanted to know if I was giving him those vibes.

      “Because I don’t trust men in general.”

      I scowled, shaking my head. “That makes zero sense.”

      “Think about you and me back in our wild youth.”

      Again, I had to keep from saying what was really on my mind. My youth was nothing like his. He was the one that was a serial dater. I did date a few girls, but the rest of my stories were made up. It was all a cover to hide my relationship with Mae. She was the only girl for me back then. I didn’t cheat on her. I never would have cheated on her.

      “I don’t think I ever mistreated anyone,” I told him.

      “I did.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t have,” I lectured.

      “Nope, I shouldn’t have, but I did. Just like the guys she has dated. They should have respected her and treated her like a queen.”

      I slowly nodded. “But they didn’t?”

      “Nope. More than once, I was the one to console her and tell her there would be other guys. I tried to tell her to stay away from guys like me and you.”

      Now he was pissing me off. I never treated women like he did. I didn’t call them back, but I wasn’t disrespectful to them. At least, not like he was. “Good luck with that,” I muttered.

      “I don’t need luck.”

      I said nothing else. I was done with the conversation. I was done listening to him talk shit about me when he didn’t know the real truth. “Can I call you this weekend?” I asked with the hope he would get the hint and leave.

      “I’m headed out of town for a couple of days,” he answered.

      “You aren’t going to the unveiling at Mae’s museum?”

      He shrugged. “No. It’s not a big deal. Not to me anyway. I’ve seen statues. This is her thing. She wanted to do it on her own and I’m going to let her.”

      “I see. Cutting the apron strings a little.”

      He grinned as he got to his feet. “Just a little. I still intend to find out what this Benjamin dude is about.”

      “Good luck. Give me a call when you get back into town. I’d love another day on the boat. I’ll bring something good to eat.”

      “I’ll do that. See you later.”

      He walked out the door. I waited several seconds before I let down my guard. I always felt like I had to keep my guard up when he was around. I didn’t dare let him see my true feelings for his sister. If Mae and I were going to have a real relationship, I was going to have to come clean. I couldn’t keep hiding. Patrick would get pissed. I knew that, especially considering how little he thought of me.

      I tried to tell myself not to take what he said personally. He was only going off what he thought he knew. He didn’t know shit, but I wasn’t about to correct him and tell him I had been sleeping with his sister back then. I would not be the least bit surprised for him to come after me. Technically, I supposed I probably deserved it.

      I had lied to him for a long time. Not technically lied, but I never told him the truth. Mae wasn’t honest with him either, which wouldn’t just piss him off. It would hurt him. I didn’t want him to feel betrayed.

      “Fuck, Tyson,” I groaned. “You really stepped in shit with this one.”

      Before I made any decisions about telling him or not telling him, I needed to figure out the business situation with Mae. I was convinced she and I could be together if we could settle the merger. I thought about withdrawing my offer but then she would take that as a sign I didn’t want her to have the controlling interest. That would piss her off and I wouldn’t see her again.

      If I signed, we were tied together for a good, long while. I wasn’t sure she was ready for that. I was. I would gladly spend the rest of my days with her. It was difficult not knowing what she wanted. I knew there was only one way to find out. I had to grow a pair and fucking ask her.

      I pulled open my desk drawer and stared down at the contract she delivered. The document had been sitting in the drawer for days. I pulled it out, dropped it on my desk, and began to read it all over again.

      There was a knot in my stomach that refused to go away. It just killed me to think about giving up a portion of my company. But it was more painful to think about Mae not being a part of my life. I knew it was up to me to choose the lesser of two evils.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I gently blew on the steaming coffee before taking that first, glorious sip that always made it feel like I was drinking rocket fuel. I could feel my body coming alive. All the little neurons bounced off each other and my senses heightened. It was great coffee. I looked across the small table in the coffee shop and watched Carrie stare out the window. She did that sometimes. I knew she was thinking about her late husband.

      I stared at her profile. The pixie cut highlighted her feminine features. On some women, it made them look sharp and harsh but not Carrie. It softened her. It made her look vulnerable and youthful. She was a very pretty woman and I hoped one day she would find new love.

      “Why are you staring at me?” she asked.

      I blinked, forgetting she could actually see me. “I’m sorry. I was just thinking about you and Ben and how I hope you find someone to love.”

      “I already loved.”

      I slowly nodded. It was a delicate conversation. It was one that was essentially off the table unless she broached it. I respected her wishes. She was the one grieving. I could not begin to understand what she was going through. I was following her lead. “I know.”

      “What about you?” she questioned. “You’ve been awful quiet on the Tyson front.”

      “Not all that quiet,” I confessed.

      She groaned. “You banged again?”

      I gave her a dirty look. “You make it sound dirty.”

      She shrugged. “Isn’t it a little dirty? You two have this very strange love-hate thing going on.”

      “He invited me to dinner at his place last night. I thought we were going to talk about the deal. We didn’t get to it.”

      “Because you were banging,” she said with a nod.

      “We are not sixteen,” I snapped. “It isn’t banging.”

      “You hooked up.”

      I wasn’t going to win, and truthfully, I supposed that was all it really was at this point. “I guess we did.”

      “What about the deal? Do you think he is actually considering it?”

      “I have no idea.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Be reasonable, Mae. Your museum is nice, and you do have that new statue, but be honest with yourself. Your entire museum does not come close to being worth even half of his company. If you were in his shoes, would you give up your huge company? It’s a big ask.”

      “I know it is. I honestly don’t expect him to sign the papers. It was more about me making a point. He thinks he can just buy me or anything he wants. He can’t. It isn’t right. Plus, I promised Benjamin that Tyson would never own his museum. I can’t go back on that now.”

      “Why not just tell Tyson no?” she questioned. “Why make it a big thing?”

      I released a long sigh. “I don’t know. I have thought about that a lot. I think it was a knee-jerk response. I should have taken some time to think about it. I shouldn’t have jumped right to the part where I demanded he give up his company. It really was just about making a point.”

      “And protecting your heart,” she said with a soft smile.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You want to know if he wants you or your museum. I get it, but don’t you think an ultimatum is a little beneath you?”

      “Nope.”

      She softly laughed. “Oh, Mae. You and Tyson have such an odd connection. I wish you guys could just drop all those walls you have built around yourselves and give in to what you both want. You want each other. I think you guys could be very happy together if you let go of the past.”

      “Maybe, but that is a lot easier said than done.”

      “I know. You’re right, but I want you to be happy.”

      I smiled. “I am. I will be. I am just doing my part to protect Benjamin’s business. I won’t let it fall into the wrong hands. If Tyson doesn’t sign, I’m okay with that. We go on with our lives and do our own thing.”

      “You’ll end things with him if he doesn’t hand over his business?” she asked. The way she asked told me she was not happy with the idea.

      “There is nothing to end because nothing started. We are old lovers that got together again for a brief time. It happens. We’ll go back to our regularly scheduled lives.”

      “You are such a liar.” She laughed. “You keep trying to tell yourself that. He has your heart and you know it.”

      “Maybe, but there is nothing to be done about it. I’m not giving up the museum.”

      “Don’t give up on him,” she whispered. “When you have the one within reach, don’t give up. Time is precious. You don’t want to wake up one day and regret the choices you have made that kept you apart from the one person on this earth you are supposed to be with.”

      She was in a melancholy mood. It happened from time to time. “I get it,” I said. I wasn’t sure I did get it because I wasn’t sure he was the one. Yes, I was. I knew he was. I was just too damn stubborn to admit it.

      “I should probably get going,” she said, checking the time. “I don’t want to be late picking Ben up.”

      “I am glad you are giving yourself a break,” I told her. “I bet he is thrilled to get a chance to play with his buddy as well.”

      She laughed. “I never thought I was the playdate kind of mom, but here I am, sending my kid off for a playdate.”

      “It’s a good thing. It will ease you into the kindergarten thing.”

      She groaned. “Do not remind me. I am pretending that is years away.”

      “It could be a little awkward for your thirteen-year-old to show up for his first day of kindergarten with his mommy behind him.” Her sweet laughter made me smile. I was glad she was feeling a little better. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Be nice to Tyson,” she ordered.

      “I’m always very nice to Tyson,” I said with a coy grin. “Just ask him how nice I am.”

      “Naughty girl.” She laughed as she walked away.

      I got in my car and headed for the museum. I knew my proposal was ridiculous. I knew it but I felt like I was in too deep to pull back now. It felt like I would be showing weakness. I didn’t want him to pounce and try again.

      I parked in the back but walked around to go in through the front. It was something I did on occasion. I wanted to see what a visitor saw. I liked to check and make sure there wasn’t any trash or something that made the museum look bad.

      I noticed a black car parked along the curb and paused. It seemed a little out of place. It took my brain half a second to realize who it was. When the door opened and the familiar black half boot stepped out, I knew who it was. I waited, unable to move from where I stood. This was the moment he was going to tell me his decision about my proposal. I wanted to tell him to forget I ever made it. I couldn’t. I was in too deep.

      “Hi,” he greeted with a friendly smile.

      “Hi, yourself. What brings you by?”

      He shrugged. “Just thought I would say good morning.”

      “Bullshit,” I teased. “Are you here to see what forty-nine percent of this place really looks like?”

      “I’ve seen all you have to offer,” he answered as his eyes roamed over my body.

      I liked the teasing. I only wished it weren’t so damn serious. I enjoyed being friendly with him and having fun. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “I talked with Patrick earlier,” he said.

      “Oh?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest. That generally did not bode well for me. “What did my dear big brother have to say?”

      “Not a lot. He’s worried about you.”

      “Why? What did I do now? Did you tell him about our little situation?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure which situation you are referring to, but I would hope you were not referring to anything specifically as being little.”

      Oh, the man had a way of making me blush. “I meant the contract. I know you are smart enough not to tell him about our other situation.”

      His silly grin reminded me of the boy I knew so long ago. “Oh. No. Neither of those things.”

      “Then why is he worried?”

      “He is a little worried about a guy that he thinks might take advantage of you.”

      I smirked. “He didn’t realize he was talking to the one guy that could.”

      “Hey, I would never take advantage of you,” he said, feigning insult. “Not unless you asked really nice.”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      “You know your brother. He is always looking out for you. I’m surprised he didn’t send you to a nunnery when you turned thirteen.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Trust me. If he could have gotten away with it, he would have. Who is this guy he is worked up about now? I hope he knows he can’t go around scaring off every man I have a conversation with.”

      “Some guy named Benjamin,” he said.

      I couldn’t stop the smile. “My brother is worried about Benjamin?”

      “Yes.”

      I looked at him and noticed he was empty-handed and wasn’t there to give me the contract, signed or torn in shreds. “Tyson, why are you really here?”

      “I wanted to check in on you, say hi, make sure everything was okay.”

      “I saw you last night. Didn’t I appear to be fine?”

      “Yes, but I wasn’t aware there was someone bothering you.”

      “Bothering me?” I repeated with a laugh. “Really? Are you here to be my knight in shining armor?”

      “No, but I wanted to make sure everything was okay. If some dude is giving you unwanted attention, I would be happy to let him know he needs to back off. I’m kind of a big guy and can very easily intimidate someone.”

      He was jealous. It was cute. A little annoying but cute in a strange way. “I’m fine,” I told him. “Are you sure you aren’t jealous and here to check out the competition?”

      He scowled. “I am not.”

      “I think you are.”

      “I am only concerned for your welfare.”

      I smiled. “My welfare is perfectly fine.”

      My phone chimed, alerting me to a text. I pulled it from my purse and checked the text. I groaned, shaking my head.

      “What’s wrong?” Tyson asked.

      “Hayden wants to go to the movies with her boyfriend. I guess that means she said yes.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” he questioned.

      “She’s thirteen. I’m not sure I should send her off with a boyfriend to a dark movie theater. I have no idea how to do this.”

      “You could offer to take her and then sneak in and sit close in the dark and keep an eye on things,” he suggested.

      I burst into laughter. “Oh my god. I knew it!”

      “You knew what?”

      “You and Patrick used to do that to me! I always wondered how you guys got to the theater to pick me up so quickly.”

      His grin told me I was right. “I cannot confirm or deny that accusation.”

      “Bullshit, but you have given me an idea,” I said with a smile.

      “What would that be?”

      “What are you doing tomorrow night?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing.”

      “Do you feel like playing chaperone with me?”

      “The movies? With you and Hayden?”

      I nodded. “And Jared.”

      His bright grin was the answer I needed. “Sure. That could be interesting.”

      “Good. We’ll put that size of yours to use. You can scare the living daylights out of Jared.”

      “Should I wear a muscle shirt and grunt a lot?”

      I thought about it. “Maybe not a muscle shirt but how about a tight shirt that shows off those muscles.”

      The heated look in his eyes sent a shiver down my spine. Damn if he wasn’t perfectly sexy. “I’ll text Hayden and let her know. Thank you.”

      “It will be my pleasure. Trust me. I am really looking forward to it.”

      “How about I pick you up?” I said.

      “You want to pick me up?” he asked as if that was completely crazy.

      “Yes. Maybe I will pick up Jared as well. We can make it a double date.”

      He grinned. “Works for me. I suppose we will be stuck watching some cartoon or something?”

      “She’s thirteen, not three. I think maybe something a little more age appropriate. We’ll surprise you.”

      “You usually do,” he commented. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I watched him walk away, taking full advantage of the view. I would never grow tired of looking at the man.

      And that was the problem. After fifteen years, I still wanted to look at him.

      Would it ever go away?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I was a traditionalist. Not a staunch follower, but it felt strange to be getting ready for a date with her picking me up. I understood her reasons for doing so. It gave her total freedom to leave my ass where she saw fit if I pissed her off. I was good with that. I didn’t plan on pissing her off in any way.

      I checked my image in the mirror. It wasn’t a tight T-shirt, but it was a somewhat snug short-sleeved button up. It showed my tats, which I hoped added to my scary appearance.

      I knew how much Mae cared for Hayden. I felt like the girl was my own younger sister and I was going to do my best to look out for her as well. God knew the girl got a shitty deal in the parent department. Lucky for her, she had plenty of people willing to step up for her.

      I heard a honking horn and shook my head. My ride had arrived. I wasn’t expecting a bouquet of flowers, but a knock on the door would have been nice. I stuffed my phone in the back pocket of my jeans and headed out the door. I assumed I got to ride shotgun with Hayden already in the backseat.

      “Hi,” I greeted as I slid into the front passenger seat.

      “Tyson, meet Hayden, again,” Mae introduced.

      I turned to look in the back seat, my gaze focusing on Hayden first. “Hi. I have heard a lot about you. It’s nice to meet you without a hundred other people around.”

      “Hi,” she said, a pretty blush on her cheeks.

      “Everyone ready?” Mae asked.

      “I’m ready,” I told her with a smile. “I’ll buy the popcorn since you’re driving.”

      “You’re on. I eat a lot of popcorn.”

      “Then I will buy a lot of popcorn,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course, you will.”

      I ignored her attempt to insult me and my wealth. “How do you like school?” I asked Hayden, hoping to get to know the girl a little better. Yes, I was that sneaky. I wanted to be friends with the girl in the hopes it would persuade Mae to want me. If I was friends with her sister, I would have at least one ally in the family. I hoped.

      “I like it,” she answered with almost zero inflection in her voice.

      “Hayden is mad at me,” Mae announced.

      “Oh? Why?”

      “Because she’s embarrassed,” Mae said.

      “You could have just dropped me off at the theater,” Hayden mumbled.

      “No, I couldn’t,” Mae answered calmly. “That would defeat the purpose of me and Tyson tagging along.”

      “I’m not going to do anything,” Hayden protested. “You act like I’m going to run away with him.”

      “No, but how silly would it be for me to take you to the theater and then go get Tyson and then go back to the theater?”

      “I could have met you there,” I offered.

      Mae’s quick scowl told me that was the wrong answer. “Then we would have had to shout your name in an attempt to find you.”

      “No!” Hayden nearly shouted.

      “I am looking forward to meeting the boy,” I told her.

      “You already met him,” she insisted.

      “I saw him, but I didn’t get to meet him,” I replied.

      “You guys, please don’t embarrass me,” Hayden begged.

      I turned to look at Mae. She had a silly grin on her face. “I won’t embarrass you,” I assured Hayden. “However, I can’t say the same for your sister. She might embarrass you.”

      “Hey,” Mae protested.

      “I’m cool. I would never embarrass anyone.”

      “Oh my god, you are such a liar. I cannot count the number of times you embarrassed me.”

      “That was Patrick, not me.”

      She made a choking sound. “You are such a liar! You guys made my life hell.”

      “We wanted to make sure there was no funny business,” I told her. “Hayden, you should know, boys will take advantage of the dark.”

      “Yes, they do,” Mae agreed. “Keep your popcorn in your lap and your hands either in the popcorn or folded together.”

      “Stop,” she groaned.

      “She’s right,” I said, backing her up. “Boys are vile little creatures.”

      “You were a boy,” Hayden retorted.

      “Which is why I know these things,” I told her.

      “Exactly!” Mae agreed.

      Poor Hayden looked like she wanted to crawl into the trunk via the backseat.

      Mae pulled into the parking lot of the theater, slowly maneuvering through the crowded area as she looked for a place to park.

      “I’ll get out here!” Hayden said and opened the door.

      “Wait!” Mae hollered.

      It was too late. Hayden was doing the embarrassed teenage version of the tuck and roll. Both Mae and I watched with a combination of shock and pride. She was agile.

      “Wow,” I said as I watched Hayden rush toward the entrance.

      “No kidding. I should talk to her about going out for track.”

      I burst into laughter. She continued on her quest to find the perfect parking place. By the time we made our way to the ticket counter, Hayden had already found Jared. Mae walked up to her sister and scowled. “You could have waited for us.”

      “I wanted to get a place in line,” Hayden replied.

      “We’re not invalids,” Mae retorted. “We could have easily kept up.”

      I causally stepped forward, insinuating myself between Hayden and Jared. The boy looked terrified. I gave him a hard look. He stepped back. I turned my attention to the screen displaying the movies playing and the times. There was a very awkward silence between the four of us. It made me want to laugh.

      We bought our tickets and loaded up on popcorn, soda, and a variety of candy that I insisted on buying before we made our way into the dark theater. Mae stuck to Hayden’s heels like glue. I gently grabbed her hand, pulling her away. “She doesn’t want to sit with you,” I whispered.

      She sighed. “Fine, but we are sitting within view.”

      “I’m the expert in this,” I said with a small laugh. “Follow me.”

      “I knew it,” she hissed.

      I casually waited for Jared and Hayden to find their seats and sat off to the side, three rows behind them without them even knowing we were there. I settled in next to Mae and was taken back to a time that was so different and yet so much the same. Mae had an eagle eye on Hayden. I reached over to grab her hand. “She’s okay.”

      “I know but I want to make sure I know what their silhouettes look like. When the lights go out, it is going to be difficult to see them.”

      “You don’t have to watch them like hawks,” I told her. “It isn’t like he is going to strip her naked and try something funny right here.”

      She slapped my arm. “Don’t say that!”

      “You are acting like she isn’t smart enough to know better. She is a smart girl. She knows better.”

      “I know, but he doesn’t.”

      She had a point. I would also keep an eagle eye on the young buck sitting very close to the youngest Kendell. “Remember when we had our first date?” I whispered.

      She turned to me and smiled. “It was to see Star Wars, wasn’t it?”

      “You remember,” I said, knowing damn well she would remember.

      “Of course. I got here like fifteen minutes early and huddled near the door waiting for you to get there. I was so afraid you were going to bring Patrick.”

      “Why would I bring him?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I was freaking out. Then you finally showed up, and it was pretty awesome.”

      I let myself take a trip down memory lane. I remembered holding her hand and putting our heads together to talk about a specific part of the movie. It was a difficult time but a good time. We wanted to be together but had to sneak around in order to see each other. A dark theater turned out to be a very good place to meet.

      “Then we started meeting at the discount theater,” I said with a small laugh.

      She groaned. “That place was awful.”

      “But it was a good cover. I remember I slipped once and told Patrick I had watched some stupid movie. He told me you watched it recently as well. I was so afraid he was going to figure it out.”

      “I messed up a few times as well,” she whispered as she leaned closer to me.

      The lights fell, indicating the movie was starting. It wasn’t a movie I was particularly interested in watching. I was there for the company. And the reminiscing. “We were playing with fire back then.”

      “And now?”

      “And now we are grown adults. We have our own homes, careers, and lives. I don’t know why we are still sneaking around.”

      She slowly shook her head. “I don’t know why either.”

      We both fell silent, lost in thought as we stared at the screen advertising Coke and popcorn. I wanted to know what it was like to take her to the movies whenever we felt like it. I wanted to show up at her house and have a sleepover, uncaring who knew. I wanted normal. Again, every time I thought about normal with her, Patrick’s big-ass head popped into my vision. Why in the hell was I letting the guy stand in my way?

      Because I was a chickenshit. I wasn’t really afraid of Patrick. I was afraid of getting too involved. Patrick was my excuse. It was easy to hide behind his disapproval of a relationship with Mae.

      She reached for my hand and squeezed. I leaned down and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. It was a “shit or get off the pot” kind of situation. I needed to make a decision one way or another. The game wasn’t working. Patrick’s opinion did not matter that much to me. I was confident Mae was also just as stubborn and capable of standing up to her brother if she really wanted to.

      I felt Mae jerk and her hand pull away from mine. “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      She nodded her head at the teens. Jared had just put his arm around Hayden and had given her a rather innocent side hug. “He’s making a move.”

      I smiled, watching as the boy put his arm back in place and appeared to take Hayden’s hand in his. I grabbed Mae’s hand and squeezed. “She’s fine. They aren’t doing anything risky.”

      She relaxed a little. “If she gets pregnant, I’m holding you responsible.”

      My eyes widened. “What the hell? They are holding hands.”

      “You know that’s how it starts,” she said with a scowl.

      I squeezed her hand again. “We are right here. If he shoves his tongue down her throat, I will kick his ass. Try to enjoy the movie.”

      She heavily sighed before settling into her seat a little more. “You shoved your tongue down my throat when we watched movies.”

      I grinned. “I did. I’m thinking about doing it right now.”

      Her soft giggle earned a hush from someone behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      The car ride to Tyson’s place was filled with awkward silence. I glanced in the rearview mirror to see Hayden staring out the window. Tyson was on my right, staring at me. I offered him a smile, knowing exactly what he was thinking. We were both trying to keep our amusement to ourselves after witnessing the horrible goodbye between Hayden and Jared at the theater. I didn’t envy the girl. Or the boy. It was so weird and uncomfortable to be thirteen and crushing on a person when you didn’t know how to act or what to say.

      I pulled into Tyson’s driveway and put the car into park. “Thank you for coming along,” I said.

      “Thank you for inviting me. I had fun. I hope you had fun tonight, Hayden.”

      She shrugged her shoulder. “You guys didn’t have to babysit me.”

      “We weren’t babysitting,” I answered. “We wanted to see the movie. It just makes sense to all go together.”

      She rolled her eyes. Tyson looked at me and grinned. “I hope we can all do it again sometime. Maybe we can grab some ice cream after.”

      “I would like that.”

      He stared at me and I was suddenly in Hayden’s position. Did I kiss him? Did I dare do it in front of Hayden? She wasn’t a complete innocent. I knew she knew but I didn’t think I was ready to kiss him in front of her. “I’ll see you later,” I said, the universal signal for get out, there will not be a kiss.

      He nodded. “I’ll give you a call.”

      “Do, please.” He got out of the car and walked away. I looked back at Hayden. “Are you going to get in the front?”

      She shrugged. “I’m good.”

      “Hayden, I am not your chauffer.”

      “Tonight, you are,” she said with a grin.

      I growled, threw the car into drive, and headed for our apartment. I tossed my purse on the kitchen table and opened the fridge in search of a snack. “So, did you have a good time?” I asked her as I pulled out the leftover cheesecake.

      She smiled. “I think you had a better time than me.”

      “What?”

      “I saw you two.”

      “Unless you have eyes in the back of your head, no, you did not,” I protested.

      She took a bite of the cheesecake. “Thank you for coming. It did make it a little better.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? How?”

      “Because it would have been weird if we were all alone. I didn’t want to kiss him. I mean, I do, but I didn’t. I just used the excuse you were watching, and I had to go.”

      I laughed. “That works for me. Never feel uncomfortable. I will always be there.”

      “You looked a little uncomfortable,” she teased.

      “What? When?”

      “Dropping him off,” she said with a laugh. “You wanted to kiss him. He wanted to kiss you. I’ve seen kissing before. You could have kissed him.”

      “We are adults. We don’t always have to be kissing and touching.”

      She scoffed. “Could have fooled me. Every time I looked back, you guys had your heads together or he was holding your hand and kissing the back of it. It was a little too sugary sweet.”

      I could feel myself blushing. “I was supposed to be spying on you, not the other way around.”

      “It was really cute. I like him.”

      “So do I,” I confessed.

      “He really likes you.”

      “We go back a long way. It’s all very complicated.”

      She took another bite of the cheesecake. “It didn’t look complicated. He looked like he was really into you. When I grow up, I want a man to look at me like that.”

      I shook my head, using my fork to point at her. “What do you know about that look?”

      “I’m not an idiot. I have eyes. I can see the way he looks at you and you look at him. You guys have this weird glow about you. Like an aura you share when you are together. It’s really cute.”

      I had to laugh. Oh, to be young and naïve and believe life was really so simple. “Unfortunately, our auras usually clash. I think we fight more than we get along.”

      “No, I’ve seen a couple that fights all the time.”

      “Who?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Mom and Dad. You’ve seen them with each other. I don’t even know if they realize they are in the same room together sometimes. When they do figure it out, it is usually them bitching at each other for one thing or another. It got old.”

      I slowly nodded. “They did fight a lot. Then they were quiet a lot. I do remember the tense silence. I usually stayed in my bedroom.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m sorry you had to grow up with that,” I told her. “It isn’t healthy.”

      “I’ve still got a little growing up to do. I’ll just pretend I never saw Mom and Dad’s relationship and focus on what I see with you and Tyson.”

      I winced. “I’m not sure that’s a great example either. We aren’t exactly together.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “No. We see each other on occasion, but there is nothing official between us.”

      “What’s the deal with you guys anyway?”

      I realized that now that Hayden had living proof of my relationship with Tyson, it was best to fill her in on the situation. I didn’t want her to accidentally say something to Patrick before I got the chance to tell him first. I did not think he would appreciate finding out via our little sister. He was going to be pissed as it was. I wanted to minimize just how pissed he got. Not just for my sake, but for Tyson’s as well. The two of them were friends. They had slowly been talking again and I didn’t want to get in the way of that.

      In many ways, I felt like Tyson could be a source of grounding for Patrick. The guy was kind of going off the rails with his early retirement. I didn’t want him to do anything too crazy. Tyson was about the only person I knew in Patrick’s life that had money and knew the trappings it could bring.

      “Tyson and Patrick used to be best friends in high school,” I explained. “Patrick, as you know, has always been a little on the protective side. You probably don’t see it as much because he is relying on me to be the protector of you.”

      “You have known Tyson that long?” she asked as if it was more than a hundred years.

      “I’m not that old,” I retorted. “Yes, I have known him since I was about your age.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

      “I didn’t say we were a thing. I said I knew him.”

      “But you liked him,” she replied.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t really notice him until I was a little older. He was getting ready to go to college after doing some classes locally. It was like a light bulb went on. I liked him. He liked me. We dated a while.”

      “And then you broke up?”

      “We kind of had to.”

      “Why?”

      “Patrick didn’t know about us. He still doesn’t. I don’t want to ask you to lie to him, but I would like to tell him myself.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh my god! Patrick doesn’t know?”

      “No.”

      “Does he know about the two of you seeing each other now?”

      I grimaced. “No.”

      “You are going to be in trouble,” she said in a sing-song voice.

      “I’m twenty-nine. Patrick can no longer get me in trouble.”

      “Then why haven’t you told him?”

      “Because he will be angry and I’m not sure there is anything happening between us. I don’t want to cause problems if there is nothing to worry about.”

      She laughed. “Mae, there is something to worry about. You guys look good together. He’s cute. You are into him and he is way into you. I don’t understand why you don’t just date him. Really, what is Patrick going to do?”

      She had a point. A very valid point. “Things are complicated between Tyson and I.”

      “How? I think adults over-complicate things. You guys say teenagers are dramatic, but seriously, why are you making such a big thing out of this?”

      I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. “Because there is business involved. He bought Mom and Dad’s company.”

      “Patrick and your company,” she corrected.

      “Patrick’s company. He sold it to Tyson. I wasn’t very happy about that. I wanted that business.”

      “But now you have the museum. I think this was your path. You were supposed to have that museum. It’s destiny.”

      I bit my bottom lip. I wasn’t going to give her all the dirty details about Tyson’s recent attempt to buy my museum. “I don’t know if I believe that, but I am happy to have gotten the museum. I plan on doing everything I can to hold on to it.”

      “It’s great. You’ll be great.” She put her fork in the sink and looked at me. “Thank you for tonight.”

      “You are welcome. Anytime you want to double date again, just let me know.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You cannot be my Patrick.”

      I burst into laughter. “I promise I won’t. I just want to make sure you are safe.”

      “Thank you. I’m good.”

      “Please talk to me if you have any questions about anything,” I told her.

      She smiled. “I will. Goodnight.”

      “Don’t stay up all night texting,” I teased.

      Her laughter followed her down the hall. I put the cheesecake back in the fridge and mulled over what Hayden said. There was nothing standing between me and Tyson being happy together except my own stubbornness. I could deal with Patrick. If my big brother thought to beat up my boyfriend, he was going to have another thing coming. Tyson wasn’t a pussy. He would hold his own. Obviously, I didn’t want it to get to that point, but if it did, Tyson would be okay. Boys would be boys. They needed to pee on each other’s trees or measure the size of their dicks or whatever the hell they did to feel more manly.

      I was wrong to get my hackles up when Tyson proposed a merger. I could have said no thanks. Instead, my claws came out and I went after him where I knew it would hurt him the most. I would withdraw my proposal. I would ask him to forget any of it happened.

      I had to give him the benefit of the doubt instead of always looking for the negative. He wasn’t necessarily trying to steal the company. Tonight, was evidence of his generosity and kindness. He liked to buy things. He had the money and didn’t mind spreading the wealth. His plans to infuse my museum with cash to allow me to do all the things I wanted to do wasn’t a malicious attempt to steal it from me.

      “You are a fool, Mae,” I murmured as I shut off the lights.

      I hoped I didn’t shoot myself in the foot by trying to turn the tables on him. I was going to have to put aside all my hurt feelings and insecurities and have an honest conversation with him. Assuming we could have a conversation without sex. It needed to be face to face. We would just have to turn off the sexual need and focus on the matter at hand.

      I stripped down to my underwear and crawled between the cool sheets. I closed my eyes and replayed the evening. He had been very sweet tonight. The little touches. The gentle kisses on my knuckles or little nuzzles against my neck while he whispered a comment. I drifted off to sleep with Tyson on my mind.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out of the shower, feeling refreshed after a long run. I was famished though. From the very moment I walked through the front door of my house, my focus had been on food. I was still thinking about what I was going to eat as I quickly pulled on a pair of sweats, skipping a shirt and socks. It was late in the day and I had almost talked myself out of going for a run at all. Then I thought about Mae. I needed to stay in shape and keep my stamina up.

      I rounded the corner, ready to dig into whatever I could get my hands on. I heard the doorbell and considered ignoring it. It was a Sunday. The gate was open. Odds were it was a Bible thumper hoping to save my soul. It was food or my soul. Difficult choice.

      I made my way to the door and jerked it open. I would scare the hell, pun intended, right out of the person daring to knock on my door on a Sunday evening. The state of undress and the display of tats could be enough to send them running.

      “Mae?” I questioned. Obviously, it was her, but my brain was so confused.

      She leaned back, raising one eyebrow as she scanned my shirtless body. “Do I want to know?”

      “I just got out of the shower.”

      “Oh.”

      “Did you want to come in?”

      “I don’t know,” she murmured.

      Not exactly an answer one expected when someone knocked on their door. “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t want to have sex.”

      I laughed. “I wasn’t necessarily offering.”

      “Oh, you know you were,” she scolded. “You answer the door half-naked. What’s a girl to think?”

      “I didn’t know you were at the door,” I reminded her.

      “I wanted to ask you to dinner,” she said.

      “If you only knew how hungry I was. It has to be somewhere fast. I just got back from a run and I could eat a horse.”

      “Okay, we can grab a burger. Or should you eat a salad?”

      “God no!”

      She giggled. “I see.”

      “Come in and I’ll go put some clothes on. Give me three minutes.”

      She nodded and stepped inside. I left her in the foyer and raced upstairs. I dressed in record time, running a comb through my hair before grabbing a pair of Nikes and running back downstairs. I found her in the living room, flipping through the newest edition of National Geographic.

      “Ready?” she asked, popping her head up.

      “I am. I don’t mean to be hasty, but I am hungry. I just need a snack to take the edge off. Then I can be normal.”

      “I’m almost afraid to get in the car with you.”

      I leaned down and dropped a kiss on her head. “I won’t take a bite out of you unless you ask nicely.”

      She shook her head as she got to her feet. “Let’s go before things get out of hand.”

      “Your body is safe from me,” I assured her. “At least until I eat. Then all bets are off.”

      She giggled and slapped at my arm. “You are just full of crazy.”

      I swatted her ass as we walked out of the house. She drove to a local drive thru. I leaned across her to shout my extensive order.

      “Leave some food for the rest of us,” she teased.

      She quickly ordered, and less than four minutes later, we were pulling into the street. “Can I eat?” I asked, dying to dig in. The aroma coming from the bags of food in my lap was too much to ignore.

      “Yes. Should we go to the park?”

      I bobbed my head up and down, remembering my manners. I had taken a bite of the burger. Bite was an understatement. I ate half the damn thing in one bite. I finished the burger and managed to keep my hands out of the bags while she navigated through Sunday traffic to a local park.

      “Good?” she asked, pulling to a stop.

      “Perfect.”

      “Let’s get out and enjoy the nice weather,” she said.

      I carried the bags to a picnic table. The park was clearing out as people headed home for Sunday dinner. “This is unexpected,” I said as we separated our food and placed it on the paper bags.

      She shrugged. “I was hoping we could talk.”

      I grimaced. “About?”

      “Nothing in particular. I feel like we have been focused on ancient history, literally and figuratively, and not really talked about the here and now.”

      I nodded. “You are right. I would like that.”

      “I figured if we are in a public place, we would actually be able to have a conversation.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Because lately, whenever we are alone, we don’t do a lot of talking.”

      I grinned. “I have no problem talking during sex. I’ve been upping my running, working on my stamina. I can talk and—”

      She rolled her eyes. “I get it,” she said, cutting me off. “The conversation is always so meaningful.”

      “You’re right. This is a good thing. Maybe we can go for a walk once we’re finished.”

      “I’d like that,” she replied with a smile.

      “Is Hayden mad at us?” I asked.

      “Mad?”

      “For crashing her date.”

      She smiled prettily. “No, not at all. I knew she wouldn’t be. She would pretend to be mad, but we were good buffers. Those first dates can be very tricky. Just because they got along great at school, it does not mean he would be the same guy outside of that setting.”

      “Smart,” I said with a nod.

      “The voice of experience,” she said with a laugh.

      “Did you have some bad ones?”

      She shrugged. “Not bad, but when you meet someone and you get to know them in a particular setting and then you get out of that setting and they are not the same. What you thought you had in common and what you actually do is very different.”

      “What about us?”

      “What about us?” she repeated.

      “Were you uncomfortable on our first date?”

      She smiled. “Not at all. I knew you well enough. Before we ever went out, we had spent hours talking and getting to know one another.”

      “Yes, we did,” I remembered with fondness. “I know it was difficult back then and we were always worried about getting busted, but those were some of the best days of my life.”

      “Mine too.”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out.

      “For?”

      I knew digging up the past was not smart, but I needed to get it out there. “The way it ended.”

      She smirked. “I didn’t even know it ended.”

      That was a zinger. “I know. I’m sorry. I was a coward. I didn’t want to see your face when I told you I was leaving.”

      “So you left without a word.”

      “Like I said, I’m a coward. I felt like I was in too deep. You know how I felt about you back then. It was a lot. I was young and dumb and didn’t know how to process it.”

      She grabbed a napkin, wiping her fingers and face. “I know. It was probably a little too much for me as well. I was young. Honestly, I’m glad I got some time to grow up and have life experiences.”

      “I’m still sorry. So many times, I wanted to go back and apologize. Then, well, too long had passed and I just couldn’t do it.”

      “Let’s go for a walk,” she said.

      I carried our bags to the nearby trash can and tossed them inside before taking her hand. We slowly walked along the paved walkway. It was a peaceful evening with a slight chill in the air, but I didn’t feel it. I was warmed by her presence. It felt different between us. It felt real. It felt like my entire life had been building up to that moment with her.

      “Are you looking at moving out of your apartment still?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” she answered. “I thought about it, but it isn’t like Hayden really needs a yard to play in.”

      “No, I don’t suppose she does.”

      “I like my apartment. I like the neighborhood and I think it is all relatively safe. When she starts high school, she will be able to walk if she wants.”

      “We’ve come here before,” I said. “Do you remember?”

      “I do. It seems like forever ago.”

      “It’s hard to imagine the us then to the us now. You are talking about the right neighborhood for schools and making all these adult decisions.”

      She laughed. “Honestly, I feel like I grew up overnight.”

      “That’s how it happens. Or so I hear. One day, we are young and carefree, and the next, we are making adult decisions.”

      “Do you sometimes feel like we were cheated?”

      “Cheated?” I questioned.

      “We had something great. At least, I felt like it was great. Circumstances made it difficult and we both gave up. I don’t think it was just you who gave up. I did too. I sometimes feel like I was cheated out of years of happiness with you.”

      “I did too at times, but I also think the time apart allowed us to grow up, live, have those experiences we both needed to become who we are today.”

      “Aren’t you wise?” she teased.

      “I can be.”

      We walked for an hour until the sun began to set. “I should be getting back.”

      “Where is Hayden tonight?” I asked.

      “She is staying at Carrie’s tonight,” she answered.

      It seemed like I had an opportunity waiting to be taken. “In that case, you can stay out past curfew.”

      She laughed. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Let’s go back to my place and have a drink.”

      She looked at me as if she was considering it before nodding. “Okay.”

      She drove us back to my place. I led her into the kitchen. “What would you like?” I asked. “I’ve got wine, beer, something harder.”

      “I think I’d like something a little stouter.”

      I grinned. “Your wish is my command.”

      I quickly made us both a drink before gesturing with my head to lead her out of the kitchen and into the living room.

      “What did you do today?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “A lot of nothing. I did a little browsing, watched TV, and then went for a run. What about you?”

      She laughed. “Oh, my day was far more exciting. I did several loads of laundry, cleaned both bathrooms, and then cleaned out my closet.”

      “We did get old, didn’t we?”

      “I suppose we did.”

      We sat on the couch. Initially, she sat toward the opposite end. I grabbed her around her waist and carefully tugged her against me. I was tired of pretending we didn’t like each other in that way. We did. We’d wasted enough time already.

      It wasn’t just a like I had for her. It was so much more than that. “I’m going to say something to you and I hope you will not react badly.”

      “What are you going to say?”

      “I love you,” I said the words that had been lodged in my throat for too long.

      She turned to look at me. “You love me,” she repeated with a silly grin.

      I held her gaze. “I do.”

      She leaned forward and put her glass on the coffee table before taking mine. Her green eyes flashed before she climbed into my lap, straddling me. Her hands held my face in her hands as she looked into my eyes. “If you want to get laid, you just have to ask. No need to flirt.”

      “I’m not flirting. I do want to get laid, but I’m not asking for it.”

      She kissed me and then pulled away, her face still close. “You are a flirt. You are lucky I fed you first. It was close. I nearly climbed you like a tree the second you opened that door. You were teasing me.”

      I smiled, both to hide the pain that she didn’t say it back and because I liked knowing she wanted me as much as I wanted her. “I think you are the lucky one. I would have passed out cold.”

      She grinned. “That’s okay. I would have taken full advantage of the situation. I really don’t need you awake for what I have planned. I want to use your body in every way.”

      I reached for the back of her head and pulled her mouth to mine. I was done talking. If she didn’t want to say the words, that was okay. I said it because it was how I felt. I didn’t mind that she knew. It felt good to have her know the truth.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I writhed against him, grinding my core against his erection. From the very moment he opened that front door, I had been thinking about riding him. He was too good to be true with his wet hair, shirtless torso, and the sweats riding low on his hips. Just thinking about that image made me wet.

      “God, do you know how much you turn me on?”

      “I’m getting a good idea,” he growled.

      His hand threaded through my hair, pulling gently and exposing my neck. His mouth slammed over my throat. It was like being attacked by a starving vampire. His ferociousness was turning me on even more than I thought was possible. I was on top and I wanted to attack him. I reached my hand up and grabbed a handful of his hair and jerked him away from my neck. It was my turn.

      I attacked his neck with my tongue and teeth, sucking on his flesh and leaving bright red marks all over. His hands were all over me, tugging and rubbing. I couldn’t keep up with him. In a flash, he sat forward, lifted me, and then dropped me on my back on the couch. He was jerking off my clothes with such haste I was helpless to do anything. Anytime I tried to help, I ended up hindering the process.

      “Dammit, I’m so fucking hard right now,” he growled.

      With my panties out of the way, his hand plunged between my legs. With no warning, he pushed one finger inside. I screamed in shock and pleasure. We were alone and I could be as loud as I wanted. He did it again, pulling another loud cry from me.

      “Again,” he demanded, working a second finger inside me.

      I cried out, bucking as the orgasm tore through me. I felt as if my back would break with the violent spasms. “More!” I screamed and dug my nails into the flesh on his back.

      “Fuck,” he roared, jamming his fingers in and out of me and drawing out the orgasm.

      My writhing on the couch pushed me to the edge. Without warning, I felt myself falling. He never stopped what he was doing between my legs. He pushed hard and fast as my body hit the floor.

      “Oh god, oh god,” I gasped. “I need you inside me.”

      He was on his knees and then on the floor taking off his clothes with jerky moves. His chest heaved as he came over me again. I spread my legs wide, balancing one foot on the couch while my other splayed open. His cock found my entrance and shoved inside.

      I shouted again. “Yes!”

      “Dammit Mae,” he yelled just as loud. “You turn me inside out. I can’t get enough. I can’t get deep enough.”

      He thrust hard, sliding me across the floor and surely leaving me with a rug burn. I hooked my leg around his hips and held on as he fucked hard and fast. We clawed at each other, snarling like wild animals. I had never felt so ravenous. I had never been so wild in bed.

      I shoved at his chest. I pushed him off me. He got to his knees while I sat forward. We were both breathing hard and staring at one another. I pushed him again, knocking him on his ass. He propped himself up against the couch before jerking me forward. I willingly went and crawled over him, straddling him once again.

      My breasts rubbed against his chest as I bounced up and down on his dick. Our mouths melded together as I continued to ride him. “I like it like this,” I whispered.

      “Like this?” he repeated.

      “Me riding you. Me pressed against you. I like being this close to you when we are doing this.”

      One of his arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer while his hand went to the back of my head, his fingers weaving to my hair. “I like it like this. I like it all ways with you.”

      I slowed my movements, adopting a more languid, sensual approach to the activity. Our tongues dueled as we enjoyed the slow motion. As always, it didn’t last long. He pushed me off of him and got to his feet before reaching down and helping me up.

      He started to walk out of the living room and toward the stairs. I watched his fine, tight ass and couldn’t resist the urge to grab him. I stepped closer, grabbing one firm cheek before sliding my breasts against his back. He reached for me, spun me around, and pushed me onto my knees on the stairs.

      I looked over my shoulder at him. He stepped behind me, dropping to his knees and spreading my thighs. I leaned forward, my hands on the stair above the one I was kneeling on. He pushed inside me again.

      I moaned low in my throat. “This is so good,” I told him. I dropped my head low, arching my back.

      “Better than good.” His hand stroked over my ass as he fucked me at the bottom of his beautiful staircase.

      It was strange and wild and awesome. “I like the stairs,” I gasped.

      “I like you. I like me inside you.”

      His hand slid over my hip and reached forward to grab my breasts and tug. I didn’t think we were going to make it to his bedroom at the rate we were going. I didn’t want to stop long enough to get there. I was having way too much fun.

      “Tyson,” I murmured his name as a warning. I felt the orgasm coming on.

      “I feel it,” he replied. He sounded like he was in pain. I knew it was pleasure.

      He moved faster, one hand holding my hip and the other holding my breast. He used two fingers, pinching my nipple as he moved with more purposeful thrusts. I was lost. It was all too much. I fell into the orgasm without trying to hold back. I cried out, slapping my hand against the smooth wooden surface of the next stair.

      When the orgasm subsided, he pulled out of me again. He got up, his hands on my waist as he helped me to stand once again. My legs were a little weak, but I managed to make it to the top of the stairs. He pulled me into his arms and kissed me soundly.

      “Here,” he growled.

      “Here?”

      He backed me against the wall in the hallway and lifted me up. With the latest orgasm, I was slick and easily accepted him inside me as I slid down on him. One hand grabbed mine. He pushed it against the wall beside my head and used his other arm to hold me on him as he rocked inside me.

      We were definitely never making it to his bedroom. He was showing off the endless stamina. I didn’t mind a bit. I was thrilled to be going along for the ride, literally. “Harder, Tyson. Harder. Show me what you have.”

      He growled, releasing my hand and holding me close as he thrust over and over. The wall behind me kept me up. I would have sunk to the floor without it. Suddenly, it was gone. He was on the move again. I held on, wondering where he was taking me next. He kicked open his bedroom door and carried me to his bed. The soft mattress was a welcome change to my poor spine.

      He slid inside me once again. He didn’t stop until I had a third orgasm. Then, and only then, did he finally take his own release. When he finally rolled to the side, I was convinced I would never walk right again.

      “You can’t leave,” he said, still out of breath.

      I laughed and threw an arm over my head. “Can’t is the right word. I don’t think I can physically walk.”

      He chuckled and rolled over to kiss me. “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You weren’t alone. I think I played a small role.”

      “You played a very big role. Stay the night. You don’t have to go home.”

      Part of me knew I shouldn’t. It was becoming increasingly difficult to keep my feelings tucked away in a safe little box. “I’ll stay but only because I don’t think I can make it back down those stairs.”

      “I have a really big house,” he said.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I want to do you in every room in every space.”

      I burst into laughter. “Pace yourself.”

      A lazy grin spread over his face. I could see he was exhausted. I was as well. “Let’s get under the blankets,” he said.

      I groaned. “I don’t think I can move.”

      He pushed at me, rolling me over. “Up.”

      I climbed off the bed and helped him pull back the blanket and adjust the pillows before getting in. He tucked me close against him. “I have to get up early,” I told him.

      He made a sound of acknowledgement but nothing more. The poor man had exhausted himself. It was cute and endearing. I sighed and adjusted my head on his chest. His arm was around me, growing laxer by the second as he drifted off to sleep.

      I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop replaying the words he had spoken not long ago. He loved me. In all the time we had been together in our youth, he never said the words. I felt in love, but he never said it. Now, I was afraid to. He held so much power over me. It was hard to give it away when I knew he would probably end up hurting me.

      I traced a fingertip over his chest, rubbing over the little hairs. “Tyson?” I whispered.

      He didn’t answer me. He was out cold. “I love you too,” I said. “I love you and I will hate you forever if you hurt me again.”

      I wanted to tell him how I felt. I could see the pain in his eyes when I didn’t say it back. I was confused. I loved him and I was afraid of that. Things had changed. He had changed. I had definitely changed. Was it enough? Could we truly be together?

      My mind drifted to that day so long ago when I realized he had left me without a word. I remembered thinking it was a mistake. I went to the apartment he lived in and used the key he had given me to let myself in. It had been cleaned out. His cell phone was disconnected. He had left me shattered. That wasn’t something a person got over, especially a young woman who thought she was in love.

      It had taken years to get over that. Not over. I never truly got over it, but it wasn’t a festering wound. It was a scar. Scars were reminders of injuries. Scars were a reminder to not do whatever caused the scar in the first place. Getting into bed with Tyson again was not smart.

      But I loved him. I never stopped loving him. The man would always have my heart. I could choose to enjoy his love for as long as I had it or walk away and live with the emptiness. I already knew I couldn’t do the latter.

      I wasn’t that strong.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I was riding the high of waking up to Mae in my bed. Granted, the moment her eyes popped open and she realized she was in my bed, she flew out of the house at five o’clock in the morning. It didn’t matter. She had stayed the night. I slept like a baby with her in my arms. I wished she could tell me she loved me, but I would wait. I would keep wearing her down. I would get her to open up to me. She would be able to tell me she loved me.

      For now, I was going to take it one day at a time. The subject of the merger didn’t come up last night. I got the impression she didn’t want to talk about it. I knew I sure as hell didn’t. I was hoping the paperwork would just evaporate. We could just pretend it never happened.

      I heard a knock on my office door. I checked the time and knew I had no meetings scheduled. “Yes?”

      My secretary popped her head in the office. She had a strange look in her face. “Are you busy?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. Why?”

      She opened the door a few inches and slid inside the door as if she was afraid to open it any wider. “There are a couple of men here to see you,” she whispered.

      “Are they carrying guns?”

      She looked confused. “What? No. Why? Should I expect that?”

      “No, but you are acting a little strangely. Don’t you agree?”

      “They are from the Louvre,” she hissed.

      “What?” I asked with genuine surprise. “That’s what they said?”

      She approached my desk, handing me a business card. It certainly looked legit. “They asked if you were in. I said yes. Then they identified themselves. What am I supposed to tell them?”

      “You already told them I was here.”

      “Yes. I could tell them you are on the phone. A conference call.”

      The woman was acting like they were the FBI and I was under investigation. “I think it will be okay. Did they say what they wanted to talk to me about?”

      “No.”

      I couldn’t get mad at the woman. My business didn’t generally involve a lot of people showing up out of the blue. Most of my business was done via email or telephone. She was inexperienced. “Give me a minute and then bring them in please.”

      “Should I get them coffee?” she asked, still in a state of panic.

      “No. Just bring them in. That’s it. Nothing more.”

      She nodded. “Okay. I can do that.”

      “Thank you.”

      Once the woman was out of my office, I took a moment to have my own little freak out. My first thought was they wanted one of my pieces. My second thought was they were there to claim a piece they thought I purchased illegally. I kept documentation on every little thing and would happily prove my right to ownership—assuming I could find the document. That was something Alec often handled.

      I pulled my shit together and prepared to look casual for my meeting. A minute later, there was a soft knock on the door. My secretary walked in and presented the two men. I got to my feet, taking in their expensive tailored suits, and immediately felt underdressed in my casual jeans and polo.

      “Hello,” I said as I walked around the desk.

      “Good morning,” a man with a round belly said as he stepped forward. “My name is Gino, and this is Mikel, but you can call him Mike.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m sure you already know who I am.”

      Gino let out a belly laugh. “We do. We do.”

      “Have a seat please.” I gestured to the two chairs across from my desk.

      I sat behind my desk and sized up the men. They were somebodies. They weren’t the average guys that scouted for pieces. These guys were a lot higher up the food chain. I almost felt intimidated in their presence.

      “Thank you for meeting us on such short notice,” Gino said, clearly taking the lead and identifying himself as the man in control.

      “It isn’t every day I get a visit from representatives from the Louvre.”

      “I suppose not,” Gino said with a warm smile.

      “What brings you gentlemen here?” I asked, wanting to get right to the point.

      “We’ve toured your museums and reviewed your collections. It’s impressive.”

      “Thank you,” I said. It felt good to be recognized by someone who worked for a prestigious museum like the Louvre. I didn’t think it got much better than that.

      “We are very interested in buying your museum—museums,” he clarified.

      “Excuse me?” I asked with shock. I could not have heard him correctly.

      “We have noticed the great care in which you have taken to choose pieces for your collection. We want only about half of your artifacts, but it wouldn’t be fair to you to take the best half. We believe in doing a fair business and would like to buy it all. As you can imagine, the price would be more than fair.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I’m not sure I am looking to sell.”

      “We could discuss some numbers and I’m sure we could come up with a deal that would persuade you to sell.”

      I let out a long breath. I felt like I was in a dream. My eyes moved to the card. It looked legit, but maybe this was all one big hoax. Alec would not do something so mean. Mae? Patrick? I looked at the card again. It could be a move by Mae. I didn’t understand why though.

      “In what capacity do you work for the Louvre?” I asked. It was a gentle way to verify their story.

      Mike looked at Gino. I got the impression Mike was a very serious person. He didn’t seem to smile a lot. Or speak. Maybe he didn’t speak English. “We are buyers, curators of sorts. We track artifacts around the world. We have been following your collections very closely. We are impressed and would like to acquire what you have.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but this is not something I expected or even considered.”

      “We understand that.”

      “I would like some time to think it over,” I told them. I couldn’t believe I wasn’t simply telling them no.

      “Of course,” Gino replied. “We would like to invite you to visit us.”

      “Visit you, where?” I asked.

      “In Paris,” Gino answered with a laugh. “Come to see us at the Louvre. We would love to give you a private tour and show you not only what the public sees, but some future exhibits we are working on. It would be on us.”

      I smiled. I was not looking for a free ride on a commercial flight. I wasn’t sure if the men knew who I was or my value. “That is a generous offer.”

      “Will you accept? You will get to see the place where your precious items will be displayed.”

      I offered another smile. “I will need to get back to you on that as well, but I would love to. I’ll need to check my schedule, but I will let you know.”

      “You have my card. Give me a call.”

      “Would you mind if I brought a guest along?” I asked on a whim.

      Gino smiled while Mike gave a nod that reminded me of something I would expect to see from an Italian mob boss. “Please do. We want you to feel comfortable with the idea of passing along your life’s work. You must know our reputation. We will provide the best security for you precious artifacts. You will see and you will trust.”

      “I have no doubt in my mind you have the best security in the world,” I agreed.

      “But you have reservations?” Mike asked in a heavy accent.

      I looked at him, surprised he could speak at all. “I do. This is my company. A company I have built from nothing. I do have some reservations about giving up something that I value far more than money.”

      Mike was the one who looked confused. He was the other side of the wealthy coin. He was the side I never wanted to be. I didn’t want to be arrogant and so fucking stuck up I couldn’t be bothered to speak to someone he didn’t deign worthy of his voice. “Money is valuable. What is more valuable than that?”

      I felt my scowl coming on. I tried to hold it back. I was about to say something I shouldn’t. Thankfully, Gino intervened. “Art and ancient treasures are valuable commodities indeed,” he said with a friendly smile.

      “Will you be heading back to France today?” I asked, doing my very best to sound friendly.

      He smiled. “We are going to be looking around a bit before we fly back.”

      I wondered if they were thinking about checking out Mae’s museum. I didn’t offer the information, and truthfully, I hoped they left her alone. I wasn’t sure she would be happy to be pressured into selling her museum. It would be hard to say no to the Louvre. She would probably end up blaming me if they did make her an offer. I couldn’t have that. I refused to let there be any more drama between us.

      “There is plenty to see in our city.”

      “We’ll go. We don’t want to take up any more of your time. I’m sure you have plenty to do.”

      “Thank you for coming by. It is an honor to be recognized by your institution. I will consider your offer.”

      “We’ll be in touch,” Gino said.

      Once they were gone, I closed my office door and leaned against it. “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      I could have never guessed I would be getting a visit from the Louvre. I rubbed a hand over my face. The very idea still boggled my mind. I still felt like the poor kid from the bad side of town with no prospects. I had dragged myself out of the gutter and now what was quite possibly the biggest, most revered museum in the world was courting me. It should be a dream come true, but it didn’t feel like that. Hell, I didn’t know what I felt. There was about a million different emotions running through me.

      There was only one person I wanted to tell. I wanted to share my excitement and fears with her. She would know what I needed to hear. She would calm me down and help me see rationally. On one hand, I was flattered, and on the other, I was a little offended. They wanted my precious collection. A collection of goods I had spent years putting together. It was as if I did all the hard work and they were going to reap the rewards. I got in the dirt, quite literally, and I made the deals. I had suffered through some pretty rotten fevers and other ailments that had been picked up during my travels to some pretty sketchy places.

      And now, someone wanted to buy it. Just like that. One check and all that hard work would be gone. All the blood, sweat, and even a few tears would be reduced to a check. A fat check, but a check nonetheless. There was only one person who would understand what I was feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      I stood in front of my beautiful statue and smiled. Saturday had been amazing. I was only a little bummed Tyson wasn’t there, but I knew why he didn’t come. He was giving me the full spotlight. He didn’t want to distract from my moment. It wasn’t like he couldn’t see it any time he wanted. It was fabulous. I was anxious to see the articles in the various publications. I had called in numerous favors in order to get the press front and center.

      I sighed with supreme satisfaction and walked to my office. I could hear my phone ringing in my purse and quickly dug it out. I saw Tyson’s face. It was a picture I had taken last night while we were at the park. It was a candid shot. He had been staring out at nothing with the sun setting and casting him in a soft light.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Can you get away?” he blurted out.

      I looked around my office. “I don’t think anyone is holding me.”

      “For lunch. Right now.”

      I could hear the excitement in his tone. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, but I need to talk to you.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, trying to calm him down. “I’ll meet you in thirty minutes.”

      We quickly arranged for a place to meet and ended the call. I wondered if he was upset about last night. I couldn’t bring myself to say I loved him to his face. I should have. I was going to. Maybe. I went into the bathroom and did a quick check to make sure I looked okay.

      I put on a slick of Chapstick and grabbed my purse before rushing out of the museum. I was a little worried about the guy. I hoped things were okay. I got to the restaurant about a minute before him. He came in behind me and put his hand on the small of my back before kissing my cheek.

      “Is my table ready?” he asked the hostess.

      “Right this way,” she said with a bright smile and led us to a table.

      The moment we were seated and drinks were on the way, I looked at him. Really looked at him. “What’s going on? You have me a little freaked out.”

      “I had a couple of surprise visitors today,” he announced.

      “Oh?”

      “They stopped by unannounced.”

      I nodded, waiting for him to get to the point. “I hate when that happens.”

      He nervously laughed. “They were from the Louvre.”

      “Like the museum in Paris?”

      “Do you know of another one?”

      “Stop,” I chided. “Were they touring the museum?”

      “No. They came to my office.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I don’t know if it is,” he said. “They want to buy my museums.”

      I blinked several times, unsure if I heard him correctly. “The Louvre wants to buy your museums?”

      He nodded. It was evident he was in a daze. I supposed I would be as well if I were in his shoes. “Wow.”

      “Exactly what I thought.”

      “Is this a good thing or a bad thing?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s flattering. I feel like I’m doing something right to garner that kind of attention.”

      “But?” I prompted.

      “But I have worked tirelessly to build each museum up. I have handpicked every item. I have had a hand in every display. In many ways, I feel like the museums are my children. I gave birth to them. I have raised them.”

      “And now someone wants to swoop in and buy them out from under you,” I stated.

      “Yes. Not just someone. The Louvre. I keep saying the name, but it is all so surreal.”

      “Did you give them an answer?”

      He shook his head. “No! That is not a decision I can make on the spot.”

      “Are you considering it?” I questioned.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think I am, but then a part of me is like that would be a huge honor. Then, there is part of me that doesn’t think I can say no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s the—”

      I held up a hand. “I know. I got it.”

      The little vicious side of me couldn’t help but laugh at the situation. The man looked stressed. More stressed than I had ever seen him. His hair was mussed, and he had a bit of a wild look in his eye.

      “I’m a little freaked out by this,” he said.

      “I find it a little ironic.”

      He turned the daze expression on me. “Ironic? How is this ironic?”

      “Because you are the small fish in the pond this time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you are the guy that is being swallowed up by a much larger entity. You have worked your ass off to build up your museums and now someone wants to buy them from you. Your life’s blood is in each and every one of them. It’s a hard pill to swallow, is it not?”

      “You’re comparing this to what I did with your family’s business,” he muttered.

      “I am.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be an insult to you or your business or anything like that,” he argued.

      “Are you insulted by their offer?”

      “I don’t know what it is yet,” he replied.

      “Are you insulted that they have asked?”

      He looked thoughtful. “A little.”

      I smiled, nodding. “I get it. Trust me. I get it. I know what it feels like.”

      “I guess you would.”

      “I’m assuming the offer they will make you is going to be very lucrative.”

      He let out a long sigh and ran a hand through his hair again. “I’m sure it will be. I’m just really not sure that’s what I want.”

      I laughed. “I guess we don’t have to worry about that other little matter anymore.”

      “What matter?”

      “The contract I dropped off with you.”

      He groaned. “Mae, I—”

      I stopped him again. “Tyson, you have been offered something a million, possibly a billion times more than anything I could ever hope to give you. We both know the value of your collections. You are going to be paid very well.”

      “It isn’t about the money,” he insisted.

      Once again, I knew exactly where he was coming from. “I don’t suppose it is. Each piece holds a memory.”

      “Yes!” he quickly answered with excitement before his smile faded. “Shit. You are talking about your own stuff again, aren’t you?”

      “No. Yes. You have a lot more to be sad about than I was. We tend to get sentimentally attached to things. I grew attached with some of the things in our inventory. I did feel a little better knowing they went to a good home. Your things are going to a fancy museum where millions of people will see them. That should bring you some comfort.”

      He shrugged.

      “And make you a very, very wealthy man,” I said with a laugh.

      “I don’t want to be Patrick.”

      I burst into laughter. “You don’t want to buy a boat and golf all day, every day?”

      “No.

      He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “It does, or rather, it would, but who am I without my museums?”

      “I guess you have to do a little soul searching and find out.”

      “I’m too young to retire. I don’t want to start over. Tell me what to do.”

      I reached out and took his hand. “I can’t tell you what to do. This is something you have to decide for yourself.”

      “What a fucking mess. I make it to the top and things are going well and now I could lose it all.”

      “You aren’t losing it,” I assured him. “You don’t have to sell.”

      “But how can I turn them down?”

      “Watch me,” I said and leaned forward. “No,” I dragged out the word. “Thank you, but no.”

      “They’ve invited me to visit the museum,” he said.

      “That was nice.”

      “They offered to give me a private tour with the chance to look at some of the exhibits they are working on.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s awesome. Are you going to go?”

      “I was hoping you would go with me. They offered all expenses paid, but I much prefer my jet. I’ll pay my own pilot.”

      “Go with you? To France?”

      He nodded. “I could arrange for a weekend trip. Could Hayden stay with Carrie?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I’m sure she could. It’s kind of a last-minute trip. I’m not really the jet-setting type.”

      “I would love to have you along,” he said.

      “I’ll ask and get back to you.”

      “Say yes,” he insisted. “I need you there.”

      “Why do you need me?”

      “Because I am out of my element. I don’t know what to do. When they presented me with their offer, all I could think about was you.”

      “Me?” I asked with surprise.

      “You. I know we aren’t officially merged, but I just feel like this is a decision I need help with. You are a huge part of my life.”

      His words were very flattering. It made me feel like I was actually a part of his life. “I’ll go,” I said, hoping the rest of the details would fall into place.

      “Thank you,” he said with relief.

      “Let’s eat,” I told him. “I don’t want you getting famished.”

      “You are the one who gets grumpy,” he said with a laugh.

      “And you are the one that nearly ate the seat of my car.”

      We both laughed, lightening the seriousness of the mood. “They told me they wanted to buy me out because they didn’t want to cherry pick my good stuff and leave me with nothing.”

      “That’s generous,” I quipped.

      “I am so sorry for what I put you through,” he said. “Although I stick by my original statement. I didn’t approach Patrick. He came to me. I did what I did to save you guys from being picked off.”

      “I know,” I conceded. “I’m not angry about it anymore. It hurt. I healed. End of story.”

      The waitress came by and we both ordered. When she walked away, I took a moment to really look at Tyson. The man looked like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. I truly did understand how he felt. The money and the freedom of not having a business to take care of was tempting. But that same business was a reason for living in many ways. It didn’t just bring money. It brought joy and happiness.

      “Suppose you did sell,” I started and watched him flinch at the very idea. “What would you do?”

      “I don’t know. That’s the thing. I have never ever considered my life without the museums.”

      “They have become your identity.”

      “Yes, in many ways, they have.”

      “Would you still collect?” I asked.

      He rubbed his jaw again. I felt bad for the man. Although he could absolutely say no, the stress of the idea was taking a toll on him. “I don’t know. I honestly have no idea. I can’t just shut off my interest in ancient history.”

      “You could start over,” I offered.

      He groaned. “No way. I think back to those early days and years. I can’t do that. I can’t go from being at the top after a long, arduous climb up to be kicked down again. No way.”

      “Tyson, don’t sell if it is not going to make you happy. Patrick sold because it made him happy. Really happy.”

      “You wouldn’t sell.”

      I smiled. “I think we both know the answer to that. I feel like we had this exact same discussion very recently.”

      He chuckled. “I suppose we did. Here we go again.”

      “I know it sounds impossible but try to put the matter to the side and let the shock wear off. Let it kind of marinate in the background and then revisit the idea. Right now, you are in a knee-jerk reaction mode. Just give yourself some time to think it over.”

      “I will. Thank you. I knew you would be the person to talk me off the ledge, so to speak.”

      I felt very needed. It was nice to know he valued my opinion. It felt good to be his source of comfort and support. He was a strong, bullheaded man and to think of him needing little old me was a real ego boost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      Mae’s head rested against my shoulder as the plane bounced once, then again as we hit the runway. She immediately jerked awake. She looked around, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “Paris?” she asked in a sleepy voice.

      “Paris.”

      She yawned, slapping a hand over her mouth before stretching her arms. “What time is it?”

      I checked my watch. “It’s almost ten here.”

      She quickly did the math. “So, it’s about five back home?”

      “Yes.”

      She pulled out her phone and rapidly tapped out a text. “I wanted to let Carrie know we arrived safely.”

      I kissed her cheek. “Of course, you did. I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Unless you are flying this plane, jet, or whatever, I don’t think you have that much control.”

      “I would be your parachute.”

      She burst into laughter. “You would land on me.”

      “I’ll roll at the last minute and let you fall on to me. I’ll be your cushion.”

      She gave me a quick kiss. “You are crazy. Thank you for being willing to sacrifice your life for me.”

      “I’m serious,” I told her. “I would do it in a heartbeat.”

      The jet slowed and taxied to a complete stop. “Are we going to the hotel first?”

      “Yes. We’ll drop off our bags and freshen up if you would like. We can go straight to the museum if you prefer.”

      She looked down at her traveling outfit, which was a step above pajamas. We’d left Philly late last night to take advantage of the overnight flying. We slept in bed for much of the flight until we hit a bit of turbulence and made our way to the seats for the remainder of the flight.

      “I would definitely like to change first. I’ll be fast.”

      I was in full agreement. I felt wrinkled. “We can grab something to eat before we go.”

      She reached for my hand. “I’m kind of anxious to get there. We can eat after, if you are okay with that.”

      “I am perfectly okay with that. I’m sure there will be snacks in the room we can munch on.”

      “Good plan.”

      “Have you ever been to the Louvre?” I asked, realizing it wasn’t something we’d talked about. I had a feeling she was trying to avoid the subject to spare me undue stress. I had several days to digest the information and was feeling a little better about things.

      “I have not. I’ve never been to Paris. Have you?”

      I nodded. “I came here once a really long time ago.”

      “I’m excited,” she squealed as we stepped off the plane.

      “As am I.”

      The car was waiting to take us to the hotel. We got to the room and both of us showered and changed in record speed before heading right back down to the car. Mae’s head was on a swivel as she looked left and right. It was a beautiful city. The city of love and I was there with the woman I loved. I couldn’t wait to spend a romantic evening with good food, great wine, and her all to myself. Damn straight I was going to take advantage of her.

      She slid in next to me in the backseat of the car. I put my arm around her, holding her close as the driver took us to the massive museum. We were dropped off at the entrance.

      “Let’s just take a minute here,” Mae said, her tone wistful and full of awe.

      I held her hand in mine as we both took in the sight of the historical building. It was amazing. I had seen it before but seeing it with her made it a hundred times better. “It’s awesome.”

      “Can you imagine the millions of people over hundreds of years that have walked through these doors?” she asked.

      “I like to think about the kings and queens coming here. I like to imagine the pomp and circumstance.”

      “I love the idea of something being around for hundreds of years. I like the idea of following in the footsteps of the people we study so diligently and revere in our museums.”

      “Are you ready to go in?” I asked her, suddenly very anxious to tour the grounds.

      “Are you going to let them know you are here?” she asked.

      I smiled and shook my head. “No. I want to see this place without anyone telling me what I should be looking at. I want us to be able to take our time if we choose and skip exhibits that bore us to tears.”

      “Good plan. It will be a secret shopper experience. Let’s see if their little museum is all that.”

      We both laughed. “Yes, indeed.”

      We casually fell in line with the masses and paid our fees just like everyone else. I hoped Gino and Mike were off doing whatever it was they did. I really did want to be incognito. I wanted to enjoy the museum with Mae and no one else.

      The moment we walked in, there was a shift in both our moods. We were both lovers of the old things and to be in the presence of such a massive, valuable collection was a little overwhelming.

      “This is crazy,” Mae breathed. “I cannot believe I am standing here.”

      I squeezed her hand. “You are.”

      “I have butterflies in my stomach. I have no idea why I am nervous, but I am. It’s just so wild. This is the kind of trip people plan for months. Monday, I was going about my regularly scheduled life, and Friday, here I am.”

      I grinned. “The power of a private jet.”

      “No kidding.”

      We slowly moved into the museum, taking our time to examine each exhibit. When we came to the infamous Mona Lisa, we both paused in silence, soaking it all in. She looked at me, tears shimmering in her eyes. “I never thought I would see this in real life. Obviously, I have seen a million pictures of the painting and another million replicas, but to see it? Just wow.”

      A flash went off, bouncing off the protective glass. Both Mae and I turned to scowl at the offensive, rude photographer violating the rules. The man did not look the least bit ashamed as he scurried off to go violate another painting. “Can I be perfectly honest?” I whispered.

      “I think that is a good thing,” she teased as we moved on.

      “I don’t think it is all that great,” I said in a hushed voice to keep from being overheard.

      “What?” she gasped.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a lot of hype. That statue you have, several of the pieces I have? Those are real treasures.”

      She smiled and nodded. “I agree. It’s a nice painting and I’m sure the woman was pretty enough, but it’s a portrait. Boring.”

      I grinned. “A woman after my own heart.”

      “We can never say that to anyone else. We would be ostracized from the historical community.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “Are you dying to see the Egyptian exhibits?” she teased.

      I couldn’t hide my excitement. “I am.”

      “Let’s go. I want to see these sarcophagi.”

      “Me too,” I whispered. “Me too.”

      We casually walked into the first room, both of us discussing the chronological timeline the museum had put together. I was always impressed by just how much she knew. It was awesome to have someone to discuss my passion with. Most people I encountered thought I was a little eccentric and a lot crazy.

      “This is amazing,” she breathed as we stood in front of a display of funerary artifacts.

      I was in complete agreement. “These are some excellent pieces.”

      “I can see why they want your collection,” she said as we moved on.

      “Why?”

      “You have the other half to the puzzle.”

      “How so?”

      “Between what you have and what they have, you can truly get a good idea of what life was like back then. You have things they don’t and vice versa.”

      “Are you saying I should sell?” I questioned.

      “No. I’m saying I understand why they approached you. You know your collection is pretty damn amazing. They do too. Your items combined with these would just give such a complete, all-encompassing experience to a visitor.”

      She was right, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to part with my items. “I understand. Ready to check out the Roman and Greek section?”

      Her face lit up. “Absolutely. I cannot wait.”

      We were both giddy. We toured the collection with Mae oohing and ahhing over each piece. I loved that it could make her so happy to see the items in person. I totally understood how she felt. It was a natural high. I was going to be riding the high for a good long while.

      We meandered through the expansive museum until we had soaked it all in. “I’m starving,” I told her. “We’ll be back tomorrow for our official visit. We can pretend we never saw any of it.”

      She laughed and put her arm around my waist. “Works for me. By tomorrow, I will be anxious to see it all again.”

      We were headed through the main entrance area when I noticed a familiar figure headed my way. “Oh shit,” I whispered. “Busted.”

      “What?” she asked, looking around.

      “Mr. Helms,” Gino said in a loud voice. “We were not expecting you until tomorrow.”

      I looked down at Mae, who had a shocked expression on her face before turning to look back at Gino. “I had some free time and we thought we would fly in early to enjoy your beautiful city.”

      “It is lovely,” Mae agreed.

      “Ah, young love in Paris is always welcomed,” Gino said with a warm smile. “Will you be coming by tomorrow? I would love to give you the private tour and take you into places that are not open to the public.”

      “We would love that. Truthfully, we were anxious to see the place and popped in for a visit before the tour tomorrow. We are both lovers of history and were thrilled to get the chance to be here.”

      Gino smiled, his eyes moving to Mae. I realized I never introduced them and felt like an idiot. “I understand,” he said, still looking at Mae.

      His eyes were a little too roving for my tastes. “Gino, I would like you to meet my girlfriend, Mae Kendell. Mae this is Gino, the man I told you about.”

      Mae looked like she had seen a ghost. Her face paled a bit as she extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said. To anyone else, she sounded normal. To me, I could hear the strain in her voice.

      “It is very nice to meet you. I look forward to visiting tomorrow.”

      “Me too,” she said, regaining her composure.

      “We were just leaving,” I said. “We’ll be back at nine tomorrow.”

      “I will see you then,” Gino said.

      I put my arm around Mae’s shoulders and steered the way out of the museum. I couldn’t help but notice the stiffness that had not been there earlier. We were both a little jet lagged and tired. I would take her to a nice dinner and relax with some of the infamous French wine. I was looking forward to a night neither of us would forget.
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      My mouth felt dry. I didn’t know what to think. He had called me his girlfriend. Was I his girlfriend? His arm was around me, leading me toward the car.

      “Girlfriend?” I asked the question aloud.

      “What?”

      “You introduced me as your girlfriend,” I stated. “Why?”

      He stopped walking and looked at me. “Are you upset?”

      “No, but I think I am a little surprised.”

      “Then I can call you my girlfriend?” he asked with a cheesy grin.

      “I suppose you can,” I said, surprising myself.

      “It’s weird, huh?”

      “Very. Are we secret boyfriend and girlfriend?”

      He let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. I think that might be up to you.”

      I nodded. It was going to be tricky. “How about we table it for now? We are in the most romantic city in the world. Let’s enjoy the moment. We’ll worry about the details later.”

      “That sounds like an excellent plan to me.”

      “Now, let’s eat!”

      We walked to the car, both of us leaning into each other. I didn’t think of it as a new relationship, but it was a new beginning for an old relationship. It was a fresh start and I was optimistic for our future. I briefly thought about the contract that remained unsigned and ignored. I truly hoped it stayed that way.

      “I have a small surprise for you back at the hotel,” Tyson said.

      “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

      “We are going to have dinner at one of the best restaurants in the world. We can’t show up wearing jeans.”

      I grinned. “Another dress?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I think you like dressing me.”

      “I like undressing you,” he clarified.

      “Thank you in advance. What will you be wearing?”

      He sighed. “A suit.”

      “Don’t sound so thrilled.”

      “I hate suits.”

      “But you look so good in them,” I told him.

      His smile gave me a warm and fuzzy feeling. When we got back to our suite, there was indeed a dress hanging on a hook. It was of course stunning. “Did you pick this out yourself?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I ask for a dress, the personal shopper sends me some choices, and I pick from there. She takes care of the shoes and what not.”

      “It’s perfect. I’m going to change.”

      I took the dress and the bag of accessories into the massive bathroom. I pulled away the plastic and ran my fingers over the tiny little beads around the neckline of the black dress. It was exquisite and I imagined very expensive. I pulled it on and added the earrings and bracelet before sliding my feet into the designer shoes.

      I left my hair down but pulled it back with a simple clip. I looked in the mirror, slowly spinning around to take it all in. Feeling confident, beautiful, and sexy, I walked out of the bathroom. Tyson was tying the black tie in the large mirror hanging over the dresser. He caught my eyes in the mirror and slowly turned to look at me.

      “Beautiful,” he breathed. “Stunning.”

      “You have excellent taste.”

      “In women apparently.”

      “You look good,” I told him. “I like the suit.”

      “Are you ready to go?” he asked, suddenly sounding rushed.

      “Are we late?” I asked as I checked the time.

      “No, but if we don’t get out of here, I’m going to tear that dress off you.”

      A flash of heat washed over me. The man could take me from zero to scorching hot in a matter of seconds. “Got it.”

      We arrived at the restaurant that was extremely exclusive. I wasn’t going to ask how he got a reservation on such short notice. I had come to learn his money kicked open doors that would typically be closed to me.

      I felt very fancy, drinking wine in the quiet dining room filled with murmurs of soft conversations around us. I couldn’t believe I was sitting in Paris, drinking wine. It was surreal. I looked at him, studying him in the soft light. He reached across the small round table and grabbed my hand.

      “This is beautiful. I feel like I’m in a dream. I don’t want to close my eyes. I’m going to remember every moment.”

      “I’m glad you are here with me,” he said.

      “I’m glad I’m here as well. I’m thrilled to be here.”

      “I wish we could stay longer. There is so much to see.”

      “I don’t think they are going to kick us out. We could always come back. Take a nice long holiday. You might have a lot of free time on your hands very soon.”

      The change in his demeanor was obvious. “I might. I might not.”

      “Do you know which way you are leaning?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t.”

      “Are you feeling more comfortable with the idea of selling?”

      He winced. “I don’t know. I have not given it a lot of thought. I should, but I haven’t. I don’t have all the details. I can’t really seriously consider a proposal without seeing exact numbers.”

      “I understand.”

      “There are a lot of details that would need to be hashed out. Part of me wonders if they were just throwing it out there to see what I would say. I don’t know if they are serious.”

      I smiled. “They came to Philadelphia. I think that is a pretty good sign.”

      “They were checking out my stuff,” he said with a grin.

      “I’m checking out your stuff,” I said, bouncing my eyebrows at him.

      “There will be a lot of checking out after dinner. I’m thinking dessert should be something that involves chocolate and whipped cream.”

      “Strawberries and champagne,” I added.

      He nodded. “Absolutely. We won’t need plates or utensils. I plan on eating right off you.”

      I shuddered with excitement at the thought. “You are bad. Very, very bad.”

      He smirked. “You won’t be saying that later.”

      Our first course was delivered. I had to remind myself to slow down. I was hungry, but I was hungry for something that wasn’t on the menu. The food was amazing. The wine was good. Fantastic, I supposed, but I wasn’t much of a wine expert.

      I heard the soft vibrating sound of my phone from within my purse. In the small dining room, it sounded like a gong. My eyes widened and I felt my cheeks turning red as I fumbled in my purse to quiet the thing. I hit the silent button before looking at the screen.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, speaking to the room in general.

      I checked the caller and found it was Patrick. I winced. I hadn’t told him where I was going. He was out of town and I didn’t see the need to bother him. I waited to see if he would leave a voicemail. Instead, the phone started vibrating in my hand. I quickly silenced it and adjusted my settings.

      “Who is it?” Tyson asked. “Hayden?”

      “Patrick.”

      The look on his face told me he was less than thrilled as well. Before I could say anything more, I noticed the screen flash. Now Patrick was texting. I quickly opened the text.

      EMERGENCY. CALL ME NOW!

      My heart sank as I read the message. Hayden. It had to be something wrong with Hayden. “I need to step outside,” I told Tyson.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t think so,” I murmured and got to my feet.

      He got up, but I quickly shook my head, telling him to stay. I did my best to stay calm as I walked outside to use the phone.

      “What the hell?” Patrick growled as a greeting.

      “I’m at dinner,” I told him without giving him any specifics.

      “Where are you? I went by your place.”

      “I’m out to dinner,” I said again. “What’s up? You said it was an emergency.”

      He was quiet for several seconds. The longer he waited to tell me, the more concerned I got.

      “Dad,” he said.

      “Dad?” I said, prompting him to continue. I was thinking Dad drove drunk and wrecked the car. Dad fell down the stairs and broke his leg, maybe his neck. These were things one expected to hear about a man that had similar incidents in the past.

      “Dad’s gone.”

      I was confused as to why that was my concern. “Where did he go?”

      “Mae, he’s gone. He had a massive stroke. The alcoholism and poor health in general… they couldn’t save him.”

      I felt like an ice statue. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I stood outside of the restaurant surrounded by people walking up and down the sidewalk. There was the soft sound of some orchestra music in the distance and the faint smell of the meals being served inside the restaurant. I was in a bubble stuck inside a busy street.

      “What?” I asked, finally finding my voice.

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you this over the phone. He didn’t make it. Mom is a wreck. Where is Hayden?”

      “She’s with Carrie,” I answered.

      “I’ll meet you at your place,” he said in that usual authoritative tone.

      “I’m not home,” I said.

      “I know, hon. Call a cab and go home.”

      “I’m in Paris.”

      “What the fuck are you doing in Paris?” he practically shouted.

      “I came to see the Louvre,” I whispered. The question sounded really unimportant in the moment.

      I heard him inhale deeply. I could practically see his face. He would have his eyes closed and two fingers pressed against his temple. “I’ll call the airline and get you on the first flight out of there. Do you have a roundtrip ticket?”

      “No,” I said, dreading what came next. “I am here with Tyson. We took his jet.”

      There was some cursing before he pulled himself together. “Get your ass back here.”

      He ended the call and left me feeling more bereft than ever. I held the phone in my hand, trying to process all that I’d heard. It couldn’t be real. It didn’t feel real. My dad wasn’t that old. Fifty-six. Fifty-six was middle-aged, right?

      I remembered where I was and began to move. With every step I took, the need to get home took hold. I was on the verge of panic. Hayden! She was going to take it very hard. I had to get back to her. I was cursing myself for leaving her in the first place.

      Tyson took one look at me and got to his feet. “Mae, are you okay?”

      “I have to go home,” I said and grabbed my purse.

      “Mae, woah, slow down,” he said and grabbed my arm. I was already on my way to the door. “Mae, wait!”

      I didn’t wait. The dining room was too small. I needed to get outside and take a deep breath. I heard him say something about paying the bill. I kept going, only stopping when I found myself standing in the middle of the sidewalk.

      “Baby, are you okay?” Tyson was standing in front of me and gently pushing me back against the wall and out of the flow of the foot traffic.

      “My dad died,” I whispered. Saying the words felt wrong. I wasn’t going to pretend I had a close relationship with my father, but he was still my dad. He was Hayden’s dad.

      “Fuck,” Tyson breathed. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I have to go home,” I told him, looking into his eyes.

      He nodded. “I will call the pilot and tell him we are leaving first thing in the morning.”

      I frowned. “No. I have to go right now. Hayden is all alone.”

      “Mae, I have to talk with Gino. I need to get this situation handled.”

      My mouth fell open. “You have to get this situation handled?” I seethed. “I just told you my father died, and you are worried about your fucking museum? My little sister is at home alone. She has no one except for me. Patrick isn’t going to know how to handle this. I need to be home right now. I am not waiting until tomorrow.”

      “I can’t just up and leave,” he protested.

      I glared at him, on the verge of clawing his eyes out. “Fine. Stay.”

      I walked back to the curb and thrust my hand into the air to hail a cab. “Wait!” he shouted, pulling me away from the curb. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to the airport and catching the first flight out of here.”

      “Just wait, please,” he insisted.

      “No. I’m leaving. Period.”

      “You can take the jet back. You’ll get there faster.”

      I frowned, still very pissed but I needed to get home. A commercial flight would take too long. “Fine.”

      The ride back to the hotel and then to the airport was silent on my part. He was on the phone making the travel arrangements and then tried to talk to me. I had nothing to say to the man. Zero.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I barely slept a wink. All night long, I thought about Mae. I should have gone with her. I felt like an asshole that I didn’t.

      I hoped she would understand how important this was to me. Her father was gone and there was very little I could do to change that. I couldn’t change it. This was a time for her to be with her family. I was sure I would not be welcome.

      Gino was meeting me in thirty minutes. I was early to the museum with nothing better to do with my time. I couldn’t believe how empty I felt without her. I was used to traveling alone. That was all different now. I wanted to be with her. I wanted to share my life with her.

      I checked the time again. I had been checking the time every five minutes. She didn’t call me or text me to tell me she landed. I knew she landed safely because I had been in contact with the pilot. I was a little hurt she didn’t check in with me. She did it for Carrie.

      My phone rang just as I slid it back into my pocket. I quickly pulled it out, anxious to hear from Mae. “Hello?” I answered without looking at the caller ID.

      “Tyson.” Patrick’s voice came through loud and clear.

      I inwardly groaned. I could only imagine what he had to say. “Hey, Patrick.”

      “I know she was with you,” he said in a voice that revealed just how unhappy that made him.

      “Yes, she was.”

      “I’m not sure what you think you are doing, but this is bullshit.”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I said. I wasn’t going to let him run roughshod over me. Mae and I had both agreed we wanted to be together.

      “Bullshit!” he shouted.

      I tried to remember he was grieving. He didn’t have a great relationship with his father, but it was still his dad. “Patrick, Mae is a big girl. She knows what she is doing.”

      “I don’t think she does,” he spat. “Do you know why?”

      “Because you don’t think I’m good enough for her. I get it. You are wrong. I am good enough for her. I make her happy. She makes me happy.”

      “If you make her so happy, why the fuck did she come home alone and crushed?”

      I winced. “Her father passed away. I don’t expect her to be doing cartwheels.”

      “She isn’t crushed because he died. She is crushed that you abandoned her. What kind of asshole puts his girlfriend on a plane and sends her home alone at a time like this? You. You are that asshole. This is exactly why I didn’t want her to have anything to do with you.”

      “She understands why I sent her on without me,” I explained, doing my best to stay calm. “I had business here I couldn’t walk away from. She understood that.”

      “That’s what she told you. Trust me. She’s pissed. You may as well lose her number. There is nothing more she needs to say to you.”

      “I will let her make that decision.”

      “I’m telling you right fucking now, leave her the fuck alone. I will not let you use her. You do not get to hurt my little sister. Things are tough enough as it is. Leave her be. She does not need this bullshit. Be honest with yourself. The two of you are never going to be a couple.”

      I looked down at my feet and shook my head. Now was not the time to have the conversation. I wasn’t ready to walk away but I would let them grieve. They needed some time. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt her or upset her any more than she already was.”

      “That’s the problem, Tyson. Your sorry is too late. You already did the damage. I’m the guy that gets to pick up the pieces. Stay away from her. Stay away from her museum and don’t fucking call me again. We’re done. You are done fucking with my family.”

      It hurt. I wasn’t going to lie. It hurt to be kicked out of a family I did care about. I didn’t get a chance to say anything else before he hung up on me. I felt like shit. I looked up at the museum and asked myself what I was doing there. Why in the hell was I in France when I should be in Philly? I pushed away the self-deprecating thoughts and went inside the museum in search of Gino. I needed to finish what I started.

      Gino appeared out of nowhere. “Hello,” he said as he shook my hand. “Will the lovely Mae be joining us?”

      I appreciated he remembered her name. “No, she had a family emergency back home.”

      “Ah, I see. Shall we get started?”

      “Yes, please,” I replied. I tried to force some enthusiasm, but it couldn’t be done. I felt empty. We walked past the Mona Lisa and I thought about our conversation yesterday. The museum was magical, absolutely awe inspiring, but it felt hollow. She added life to the place. She made me see things differently.

      “Did you have a chance to check out the Egyptian rooms?” Gino asked.

      “I did. They are awesome.”

      His smile brightened. “Indeed, they are. I will take you to my office and show you the plans we have that would include your pieces. Your collection is very good. Combined with what we have here, it will rival any museum in the world.”

      “I think you are already pretty close to doing that.”

      He led me through a door marked employees only. I was taken down a long hall and into his expansive office. “We have some ideas that I think you will be very impressed with. As I said, my bosses have been keeping a close eye on your museums. They watch your moves. They have learned a great deal from you.”

      “From me?”

      Gino smiled. “We know when Tyson Helms is interested, we should be as well.”

      He was flattering me. I didn’t mind, but I wasn’t going to be swayed to give up my life’s work with a few pretty words. “I have gone up against your buyers on occasion.”

      “Ah, yes, but you have the means to bid it up. We are restricted by our owners, the government.”

      I chuckled. “And I have only myself to answer to.”

      “Yes. There are several pieces we have been very interested in. We considered offering you a loan program, but we feel it would be in the best interest to purchase the museums.”

      “Would you be closing them in the United States?”

      He made a face. “I believe that was the initial plan, but I am not so sure now after touring them. Your museums are quite beautiful. They do the artifacts proud.”

      “Thank you. I have learned from the best.”

      He smiled and opened his laptop. I waited while he got his proposal ready, which was exactly what it was. He was trying to buy me. He needed to make it a sweet deal. “This is our vision for some of the pieces in your collection,” he started.

      I stared at the screen, stepping closer to really see it. It was pretty cool. I immediately identified the items that were a part of my collection. They did look really good sitting atop large pillars with lights that enhanced the smallest details. I found myself studying the mock-up and thinking about how I could bring it home to my museum.

      “This is nice,” I told him.

      “Wait until you see the next image,” he teased and flipped to a new page.

      I was blown away. “Wow,” I said with genuine surprise. “You guys go all out.”

      “We have the space. We have the designers. We have the security. Our museum is ready to roll out the red carpet for your collection. This isn’t something we generally do, but in this situation, it is too good to pass up the chance to bolster our museum. We pride ourselves on being the best of the best and your items are the best.”

      Again, more flattery. “I appreciate your high praise. It means a lot coming from someone like you.”

      He continued with the presentation, showering me with compliments and praising my good hunting. It was all very impressive. The visual aid was definitely working. I was torn. I loved history and wanted the stories from ancient people to be told but I was also selfish. I liked what I owned. I liked my company. I knew the museum had an audience that was ten times what I could ever hope to have.

      It was tempting.

      “Of course, we would include a plaque with credit going to you for some of the more magnificent finds,” he added.

      “I don’t need the credit.”

      “Ah, but you do. These are things that have to be searched and found and understood. You have done that.”

      “Thank you.”

      He closed the laptop and shut off the screen. “Have I convinced you?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

      “You certainly know how to sell a deal,” I said with a laugh.

      “When I want something and my bosses want something, you can say I go after it with every bit of energy I have. I am excited to see these items here. I can already see historians and other lovers of art and history clamoring to get in here. We are at the top for a reason. We only select the best and as I said, we find you have the best.”

      “I am truly flattered by your interest. Really. Never in a million years would I have thought to be noticed by someone of your caliber.”

      Gino shrugged. “You have. This is your moment.”

      I smiled and nodded. “It is, which is why I stayed behind and sent my girlfriend home.”

      He clapped his hands together. “That is very good to hear. Shall we sit down and discuss the details?”

      “Please,” I answered.

      He gestured to a very comfortable-looking chair. I moved to take a seat, crossing one leg over the other and drawing in a deep breath. I tried to think about what Mae would do. What would Mae say? What would she ask for?

      I was on my own. The sooner I handled the matter, the sooner I could get my ass back home and grovel at her feet again. I would apologize and beg for forgiveness. I was a shitty boyfriend. I knew it and I wanted to be better. I could be better. I needed a little guidance. She could slap me upside the head if I kept up my stupid shit.

      I would do anything she asked of me, even if it meant groveling to Patrick.
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      I cracked an egg in the pan and stared at the yellow yolk spreading out, mingling with the white. I watched for too long and realized I fried the damn thing instead of scrambling it. I tossed it in the trash and started over. I was tired. Exhausted. I was completely spent. I had tried like hell to sleep on the way back, but it was impossible. It was like being forced to sit in a movie theater with your life playing before your eyes that were taped open.

      I couldn’t stop seeing my dad. It was little snippets of our lives over the last twenty-nine years. There were few really good, happy times, but they were there. Those were the memories I wanted to hang onto. Unfortunately, the overwhelming number of memories that involved my dad drunk and angry or drunk and humiliating me were hard to ignore.

      I finally managed to focus long enough to make a plate of scrambled eggs for me and Hayden to split. “Here,” I said, putting the plate with a piece of buttered toast on it in front of her.

      “I’m really not hungry,” she murmured.

      I sat down at the table. “I know, but you need to eat.”

      The girl’s face was puffy. She had cried. Obviously. I cried for about a minute. I didn’t cry because I felt a great loss with his death. I cried because there would never be that chance for us to have a healthy relationship. It was over and done. She picked up her fork and stabbed at the eggs.

      “Did you cry?” she asked.

      “A little.”

      “Was he ever a good dad?”

      The way she asked broke my heart. Hayden never really got the chance to develop a real relationship with him. Not even a bad one really. He was there but he wasn’t there. “He had very few moments.”

      “I wish I had one really good moment with him,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t even know why I’m crying so much.”

      I touched her hand. “Because he was your dad. You are probably crying because of what you will never have. You are human. Someone you knew very well died. You are a good person with a huge heart. I’m not the least bit surprised you are taking it hard.”

      “Patrick didn’t cry,” she said.

      I shrugged. “Patrick isn’t the emotional type. He will grieve in his own way.”

      “I think I feel guilty,” she said. “I don’t know. I feel so many things. I can’t sort it all out.”

      “Don’t feel guilty.”

      “But he was my dad and I wasn’t there.”

      “None of us were there,” I told her. “The doctor said it happened fast. Dad probably didn’t even realize it was happening.”

      “Why wasn’t Mom there?”

      That was a tough question. “She was there,” I reminded her. “Dad was in bed. She didn’t know anything happened.”

      “Do you think she could have saved him if she wasn’t wasted?”

      I tried not to grimace. “I don’t know. None of us will ever know. Again, the doctor said it was the kind of stroke people don’t usually recover from. Even if she would have been right there, it isn’t likely he could have been saved.”

      “Do you think he thought about me? Us?”

      “I don’t know, Hayden. I wish I did. We all knew Dad was going down a dangerous road. He’s been drinking hard for nearly twenty years. I think I have always expected the drinking to kill him in some way. It did. It caught up with him.”

      Tears streaked down her cheeks. I reached for the box of tissues I was keeping nearby for these occasions. She grabbed one and dabbed at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe how much I’m crying.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You cry all you want. You deserve to cry.”

      “But you aren’t crying,” she said with a sob.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. It was completely inappropriate, but nothing felt normal. “I know. I’m sorry. I almost want to cry. I can’t. Right now, I’m focused on making sure you are okay. I’m sure there is going to be some point in my life I break down and have a real crying jag. It’s just, well, I grew up much the same as you did but I have had twice as long to be hurt by our father. It’s hard to get past all that and feel genuine grief. It doesn’t mean I didn’t care about him, but I shut off that part of my heart a long time ago.”

      “What about Mom? Do you love her?”

      I blew out a breath. “That’s a tough one. I do, but between the two of them, she is the one that has given me the most difficulties. I think because she kept a foot in the land of the living and was more present in my life, I feel differently about her.”

      “You don’t like her,” she stated.

      “I don’t respect her,” I clarified.

      “Did you respect Dad?”

      I had to think about that. “I don’t know. I think I was numb to Dad. I kind of closed myself off from both of them. I have had years to shut down that part of my heart. You haven’t. You have every right to feel hurt and sad. Feel it. I’ll be here to help you through it.”

      “Oh my god,” she wailed.

      I immediately grew concerned. “What? What’s wrong?”

      She snatched another tissue and dabbed at the fresh onslaught of tears. “What if I had been there? What if I found him? I could have never lived with that.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. You didn’t.”

      “But if you didn’t come to the house that day, I would be in that house dealing with that.”

      I scooted my chair closer to her. “It’s okay,” I said, patting her shoulder.

      “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “For getting me out of there. I couldn’t have dealt with that. This is bad enough. I feel so guilty for leaving. I feel even guiltier for being glad I wasn’t there.”

      “Do. Not. Feel. Guilty. You are completely innocent in this. You were born into this shitstorm. You didn’t get a choice in your parents. I’m glad you are out of there. I am so glad we got you out of there.”

      She wiped her cheeks. “I think it was some kind of fate or premonition. How many times had you offered to let me live with you before? I always turned you down. I always told you I was okay. For some reason, that day was different.”

      That almost made me cry. “I think we have to believe there is a higher power. I don’t know who or what, but that day was supposed to happen. I’m so glad to have you here with me.”

      “Where is Patrick?” she suddenly asked.

      I looked down at the eggs on my plate that were long cold and seriously unappetizing. “He is handling the arrangements.”

      “Shouldn’t we be there?” she asked.

      “No. This is something Patrick can do. I think he needs to do it. Let him handle it. We’ll go to the funeral but there is no need to draw out this agony.”

      She pushed the eggs around on her plate. “I hate this.”

      “I know. So do I.”

      “Why didn’t he just stop?” she whispered. “Do you sometimes feel like he didn’t love us enough? He knew he was killing himself. Why didn’t he stop? Why didn’t he want to live to be my dad? Your dad? I think he didn’t love me.”

      I let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I believe he did love you. He was sick. He was a sick, sick man and didn’t want to get better. That does not reflect badly on you. What he did was on him. You are worthy of love.”

      “I hope this gets better soon. I don’t like feeling like this.”

      I wanted to tell her it would be okay. I knew it would be, but I couldn’t tell her how long it would take to find okay. “We are going to get through this. Some days will be harder than others. You’ve got me and Patrick. I promise, we are going to be here for you.”

      She stared out the big window that offered a nice view of the city. “What about Mom?”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s going to die soon.”

      “Hey, no, we don’t know that,” I told her.

      She turned those beautiful, sweet, and innocent hazel eyes on me. “We do know that. She is going to OD one of these days. She is going to fall into a lake or wrap her car around a tree. She won’t live much longer.”

      She was right. I hated that she was right, but it was the cold hard truth. “All we can do is get through this one day at a time. You know how hard you have tried to help her. So have I. So has Patrick. This is up to her. If she does lose her life to her addiction, that is on her.”

      She rubbed her hands over her face. “I’m going to try and take a nap. I’m so tired.”

      “I’ll order some pizza in a couple of hours,” I offered. “That might go down a little better than my overcooked eggs.”

      A watery smile spread over her face. “Okay. Thank you so much for taking care of me. I promise I’ll be better.”

      “Take as long as you need,” I told her.

      She got to her feet. I jumped out of my chair and pulled her in for a hug. I wasn’t a hugger. I had not been brought up with a lot of hugs. In that moment, I knew that was what she needed. She held me tight, more tears and painful sobs escaping her mouth. I held her close, saying nothing. When she was ready, she pulled away and went to her room.

      I grabbed one of the tissues and dabbed at my eyes. My heart hurt for her. I was no longer sad about my father’s passing. I was pissed. I was so pissed he had done it to himself and left behind a little girl who needed him. He was a selfish bastard.

      I picked up the plates of uneaten eggs and scraped the remnants into the trash. Carrie had been there for her when Patrick gave her the news. I was grateful to Carrie for stepping up, but I knew it was difficult for her. Her emotions were still raw when it came to death. I couldn’t ask her to deal with a sobbing teenager, but Patrick decided it was best she be told before our mother could call or text her the news.

      I figured I better take advantage of her nap and take my own nap. Before I could lay down, I needed to check in on Patrick. He was pissed at me. He didn’t say it, but I knew he was. Once the dust settled, he would be letting me know just how pissed off he was.

      In that moment, I didn’t care. I didn’t plan on seeing Tyson again anyway. I saw his true colors. I thought he changed. He didn’t. He was still the selfish prick he had always been. He could fuck off and take his museum and the Louvre with him. Family was more important than ever.

      After checking in with Patrick, I walked into my room and flopped down on my bed. I closed my eyes, praying for sleep. It wasn’t going to happen. Between Tyson, my dad, and the knowledge that Patrick now knew about me and Tyson, it was all too much. Sleep was not going to happen anytime soon.

      I got up and opened my closet. I needed a dress for the funeral. My eyes immediately went to the navy-blue dress. Could I wear blue? I moved a few things around, looking for something black. I didn’t want to wear black. Was that disrespectful?

      I didn’t care. He didn’t have enough decency not to drink himself into an early grave, leaving his young daughter behind. Fuck him. I was going to wear blue. Hell, maybe I would wear pink. The man did not deserve my tears.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I tapped my pen on the yellow pad sitting atop my desk. Mae was still not talking to me. I didn’t blame her. I fucked up. The funeral was tomorrow. I only found out because I saw the obituary in the paper. The family sure as hell wasn’t talking to me.

      “Hello?” I answered my cell phone with no enthusiasm.

      “Wow, that doesn’t make a man feel welcome,” Alec said.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “It’s been a shitty couple of days.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “The Louvre wants to buy the museums,” I told him.

      “What? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “No, I’m very serious,” I told him. “I just got back Sunday night, or morning. Fuck if I know when I got back.”

      “They want to buy you out?” he questioned.

      “Yes.”

      He laughed. “You sound pretty damn excited about that.”

      “It’s not been a great couple of days.”

      “You went to France?” he questioned.

      “Yes. They gave me a big presentation, showing me what my shit would look like in their big, fancy museum. He gave me a private tour.”

      “That definitely sounds awful,” he said still laughing. “Do you know how many times I reached out to them? A lot. I offered to loan them pieces to generate some income. I offered to sell them pieces. I never heard a word back from them.”

      “They are calling now.”

      “That is awesome.”

      “They want to buy all of it. Every last piece.”

      “No shit?” he questioned.

      “I’m serious. They really only want about half of what I have, but they are so kind as to offer to buy the whole damn thing. You know, so I’m not left with a leftover pile of shit.”

      “Why are you angry about this? I’m very confused.”

      “Because,” I snapped.

      “Because this is essentially your dream come true? Remember when we used to talk about one day beating the Louvre? You’ve won. They want what you have. That’s a huge win.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Is this real?” he questioned.

      “Why in the hell would I make it up?” I growled.

      “I don’t know. It’s just so crazy. I can’t believe you got their attention! Why in the hell aren’t you celebrating?”

      “It isn’t a done deal,” I told him.

      “Is there an official offer?”

      “Yes.”

      “All you have to do is sign? Have you looked it over?”

      “I have. I passed it on to the lawyers. They know more about this shit than I do. They have all the paperwork on the artifacts and what not. They are the ones that can come up with a value.”

      He was quiet for several seconds. “Are you really going to do it?”

      I looked down at the yellow pad where there were doodles and random words written down. Each word was connected to a random thought. “How does someone turn down an offer from the most prestigious museum in the world?” I asked.

      “Easy,” he replied. “One word. You say no.”

      “It isn’t easy. This is the measuring stick against which every museum grades themselves. They have essentially given me an A. What’s left to accomplish?”

      “I think getting the grade is great, but you could always do better,” he said.

      I scoffed. “Yeah, right. There is nothing better. I won. I aced the test. I’m trying to figure out what the point of moving forward is. I could take a bundle of money and walk away. I could live in France and visit my collection every damn day. I could go to every museum in the world. I would have no obligations. Nothing. Can a guy really say no to that?”

      “A guy can say no to whatever he wants,” he answered. “No one can force you to do anything. Especially you.”

      “It’s a big deal. I have sent over everything to the lawyers to comb through. I don’t want to miss something in the fine print.”

      “Wow,” he replied. “You are serious.”

      “I am. I have to be. Like you said, this isn’t the kind of thing that comes along often. This is a big deal. I need to do my due diligence.”

      “It is. What does the girlfriend think?”

      For a brief moment, I smiled thinking about Mae. “The girlfriend doesn’t really have much to say to me right now.”

      He groaned. “Oh my god, what did you do now? Did you try to buy her place again? Did you offer her place up to the Louvre as well?”

      “I did none of those things. In fact, I still have the proposal she sent me sitting right here. I haven’t touched it. I think we both want it to go away. At least, I know I do. Did. I don’t think it matters. I screwed up this time. It is going to take a small miracle to get back in the woman’s good graces again. That’s if her family will let me close enough to apologize.”

      “I’m afraid to ask,” he said.

      “While we were in Paris, she got a call. Her father passed away. It’s a long, complicated story, but she has nothing to do with him. She is currently guardian to her younger sister.”

      “I’m sorry. That is rough.”

      “She wanted to go home right away,” I began to explain. “I told her we would leave first thing in the morning after I spoke with Gino.”

      He was quiet. So quiet I thought maybe he hung up. “You didn’t,” he breathed.

      “I realize it was wrong now, but in the moment, I didn’t understand the big rush to get back home. She couldn’t change anything.”

      “You could have done your business over the phone,” he pointed out. “You have a jet. You could have postponed your meeting.”

      “I know. I know. I fucked up. Not to mention, her brother knows now, and he isn’t happy.”

      “I’m truly sorry,” he said again. “I know you are really into this woman. You love her and that isn’t something that comes along every day. I don’t know how or if you can fix it, but damn, I hope you try.”

      “If I take the deal, I will have all the time in the world to beg for her forgiveness.”

      “Yes, but if she doesn’t accept your apology, where does that leave you?”

      “Fucked.”

      He chuckled. “Tyson, you aren’t perfect. I have a feeling she knew that already. Just do what you can. Be humble. Be honest. Let her know you have faults and you will work on them. And for the love of god, quit fucking up!”

      “Gee, I wish I would have thought of that.”

      “I hate to leave you hanging in a rough time, but I do have a meeting I need to get to.”

      “Yeah, no problem. I will talk to you later.”

      “Good luck and don’t make a hasty decision. You have time. If they can’t give you time to really mull things over, fuck them. This is too important to rush.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      I put the phone down and cradled my head in my hands. There was a lot of moving pieces happening. Usually, I felt very in control of my life and what was happening. Just then, I didn’t have the control. I did, but I didn’t. It felt like I was being attacked from all sides. I wasn’t used to upheaval. I was used to my familiar, mundane life.

      I missed the days when Alec worked down the hall. I missed the days when I could pack a bag and set out for some dark corner of the world in search of a cool relic with no worries about who might be missing me or who I missed. My life was different now. I thought I was ready for the new changes and then all of this happened.

      I was completely lost in thought when I heard a soft knock on the door. “Mr. Helms?”

      I looked up to see my secretary poking her head in. I didn’t understand the woman’s thing about not opening a door all the damn way. “What is it?”

      “You told me to remind you when it was time for the meeting with your lawyer,” she said in a soft voice as if she was afraid to spook me.

      To be fair, I had not been in the best of moods. “Thank you.”

      She closed the door and scurried away. I didn’t think I had ever been mean to her, but she was very skittish around me. She always danced around me like I was a feral beast that could strike at any minute. I couldn’t worry about her sensitivities just then. There was another woman I needed to figure out how to show I wasn’t a beast.

      First, the lawyer. Once I settled the matter of my museum, I could devote my time and energy to proving to Mae I could be the man for her. I grabbed my things and walked out to the waiting car. I settled my head against the headrest and closed my eyes for a moment. My body was beginning to feel the fatigue. My muscles felt heavy and my brain wasn’t quite as focused. Not focused on business. I was focused on Mae.

      When the car came to a stop, I jerked awake. It was only about ten minutes of sleep, but it rejuvenated me. The proverbial catnap. I wiped my face and hopped out of the car. I made my way up to the luxurious, expansive offices where my lawyer held court. My team of lawyers. The firm was the best in the city and charged some steep prices. It was worth it. In my line of work, I couldn’t afford to miss a single thing. Being sued by an individual was one thing. Being sued by an entire government of a foreign country was another. I covered my ass.

      I gave my name to the receptionist and took a seat in the waiting area with a big screen on one wall and a full array of snacks and beverages sitting on a bar against another wall. When you paid as much as they charged per hour of their services, a bottle of water seemed like the very least they could offer.

      “Mr. Helms, they are ready for you,” the receptionist announced.

      I got up and walked across the plush carpeting. My attorney was standing at the door to his massive office. He shook my hand and thanked me for coming. “Have a seat.” He gestured to one of the comfortable chairs instead of the desk area.

      I sat down and waited. “Did you have a chance to review everything?”

      He nodded. “I did. We’ve gone through every line of the offer and we don’t see anything that is alarming. It looks very fair and straightforward.”

      “Great, then I can sign.”

      The attorney used a fingertip to tap on the documents neatly tucked into a manila folder. “This is a big deal. Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      I wasn’t sure but it felt right. “Yes.”

      “I did as you asked and did not put in any loopholes. Once you sign, I’m afraid there is nothing I can do to reverse the decision. It is legal and binding and sealed up tight.”

      “I understand.”

      He sighed, looking defeated. “All right, let me get you a pen.”

      He picked up a pen and handed it to me. It was one of those expensive pens that weighed several pounds. In my hand, it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. I leaned forward and opened the folder. There were little blue tabs directing me where to sign. I adjusted the pen between my fingers and scanned the first page before signing my name.

      I continued to flip page by page through the contract, signing my name on each document. I experienced a variety of emotions as I signed. I would deal with it all later. Just then, I needed to get through the signing. I needed to do what had to be done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          Mae

        

      

    

    
      Hayden and I sat in my car in the parking lot of the funeral home. We were early. Neither of us was in a hurry to get out of the car. I turned to look at her, taking in her black dress that was new. Retail therapy was therapeutic. She wanted to wear black and I wasn’t going to tell her not to. We’d found a pretty dress with short sleeves and a hemline that reached her knees. It was youthful and we were hoping she might be able to wear the dress again.

      “Are you ready for this?” I asked her.

      She stared out the windshield, watching a couple walk inside the funeral home. “I don’t think I will ever be ready.”

      “We can go in the side entrance,” I told her. “You, me, Patrick, and Mom will all be sitting in the first row.”

      “Why?”

      I sighed. “It’s tradition. I think it’s mostly so the other attendees don’t stare at you when you are crying. The only person looking at you will be the guy talking.”

      She slowly nodded. “Will there be a lot of people?”

      “I don’t know. Before Dad got too bad, he did have a lot of friends. I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “What if I start crying again?”

      “Then cry. You can cry. You can not cry. There is no right or wrong answer here. You just do whatever comes naturally. I will be right there with you.”

      “I’m afraid to see Mom.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I feel so guilty. She’s been alone in all of this.”

      “Patrick reached out. She wasn’t in any condition to help with the arrangements. Mom is grieving in her own way as well.”

      Hayden looked at me. “What if she kills herself? Whenever she is really stressed, she takes extra pills.”

      “Hayden, whatever happens next is out of our control. We have done all we could to try and help her. Patrick has been in contact with her, but she is not listening right now. We have to take care of each other. That’s my only concern right now.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you ready?”

      She slowly nodded. “I guess so.”

      I stuffed the little pack of tissue into my purse and got out of the car. A few more attendees were arriving at the front entrance. I decided I was the one who was not up to people waxing poetic about my father. They didn’t really know him. I didn’t want to hear about how great he was. He wasn’t. I was still pissed at him and had a feeling I would be for a long time to come.

      I guided Hayden through the side entrance and found Patrick talking to the funeral director. “There you are,” he said and walked to Hayden and gave her a hug.

      Things were still tense between the two of us. We were putting on a united front for Hayden, but when this was over, I knew he was going to lecture me about Tyson. “I’m taking her to sit down before we have to walk in with a crowd watching.”

      Patrick nodded. “Everything is ready to go.”

      “What about Mom?” Hayden asked. “Is she here?”

      Patrick looked at me. The look on his face told me she wasn’t there. “No,” Patrick answered.

      “Why not?” Hayden questioned. She was not one to accept simple answers.

      “What’s going on?” I pressed. “Hayden needs to know. There is no point in lying.”

      Patrick looked upset. “She called me earlier. I asked if she needed a ride. She was out of her mind. She didn’t know what day it was. I drove to the house, but she wasn’t there.”

      Hayden’s mouth fell open. “Where is she?”

      “She said she was with a friend. Hayden, Mom has a problem. We will deal with that later. Right now, we need to get through this. Mom is making her choice. We cannot control her.”

      “But she is probably really sad,” Hayden protested.

      “Mom may not even know Dad is gone,” I told her. “When she takes those pills, it confuses her.”

      “Shouldn’t we take her to a hospital?”

      “We can’t force her to stay,” I told her. “Let’s go sit down.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Patrick said. “I need to take care of a few more things.”

      I nodded, and with my arm around Hayden’s shoulders, I steered her toward the chapel area. We entered through a door that aligned with the front few rows, saving us the spectacle of walking up the center aisle.

      I noticed a few people already sitting down. I vaguely recognized one woman as an employee of the business from many years ago. We sat down and stared up at an image of my father on the screen. It was an old picture. The yellowed eyes and the ravages of too many years of heavy drinking were absent. I barely recognized the man in the picture. He wasn’t the same man I had last seen at my parents’ house passed out in the living room.

      The man in the picture was wearing a clean suit and tie and smiling. His eyes were clear, and he looked like an average guy. Even in those days, he was drinking but not quite so much. Hayden was staring at the picture as well.

      “I remember that picture in his office,” she whispered.

      I nodded. “It was taken before you were born. He was part of a chamber of commerce committee. He was so proud of that picture. So was Mom. She acted like our family was royalty.”

      “I didn’t know he was on a committee.”

      “It didn’t last long. He showed up drunk to a meeting and made a fool of himself. He was kicked off.”

      “Oh.”

      I probably could have spared her that detail, but it was who the man was. “The flowers are nice,” I commented.

      “Who sent them?”

      “We’ll find out after the funeral,” I told her. “The big ones, Patrick ordered. The smaller ones are from well-wishers.”

      “Do we take those flowers home?”

      “Yes, we can, or we can donate them.”

      It was hard to remember she was an innocent thirteen-year-old. She had never been to a funeral. Unfortunately, I had been to too many. Carrie’s husband’s funeral came to mind. That had been a much different scene. I didn’t think there would be a lot of tears for my dad. His last years were spent isolated inside a dark house and an even darker bottle.

      “I like those.” She pointed to a pretty array of lilies.

      “Then we will take those home.”

      “Is that weird?”

      I smiled. “No. It’s perfectly normal. I think they will brighten up the apartment.”

      Patrick slid into the pew beside me. “How is she?” he whispered in my ear.

      “Good. Fine. One step at a time.”

      He nodded. “I couldn’t find a lot of pictures. Usually they do a slide show but they are going to just flash the pictures behind the minister while he talks.”

      “Are you going to give a eulogy?” I asked. It was something we debated for hours the other day. Neither of us wanted to do it. We didn’t know of any of his friends that could do it. We were left trying to decide what was the right thing to do and what we wanted to do.

      “I wrote up a very short one. I can’t get up there and give a long speech about what a great dad he was.”

      “I understand and I wouldn’t ask you to.”

      “What about Mom?” Hayden asked again as she leaned forward to look at Patrick. “Shouldn’t she say something?”

      “No,” Patrick and I answered at the same time.

      I put my hand on Patrick’s leg, letting him know I would field the question. “No, the widow doesn’t need to speak. No one will expect her to. It’s best she doesn’t try.”

      “Oh,” Hayden said, seemingly satisfied with my explanation.

      I noticed a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. I looked up and saw Tyson standing there in a black suit with a black tie. My eyes widened. I was not expecting him. Patrick noticed him as well. He flinched and made a move to get up. “No,” I told him. “I’ll handle this.”

      I walked to Tyson and put my hand on his arm to pull him away from the doorway and Patrick’s scornful gaze. “What are you doing here?” I hissed.

      “I wanted to check on you. I’ve been worried.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” I said. I didn’t bother hiding my anger. I was pissed at him. I was pissed at everything but especially him.

      “I do worry about you.”

      “If you were so worried, you wouldn’t have dropped me off at the airport like a package waiting to be mailed.”

      “Mae, I had to stay. I want to explain why.”

      “I don’t care why. You made your choice. Paris and your museum are far more important.” He shook his head and tried to take my hand. I jerked it away. “Don’t. This is done.”

      “Please, let me explain.”

      “This is not the time, Tyson. Do you even know where you are? Are you so wrapped up in you, you can’t see where you are or understand why this is really bad timing? My dad died. I am at my dad’s funeral and you want to give me an excuse for being a selfish prick? Save it. I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Mae,” he protested and then stopped. His eyes went over my shoulder.

      I turned to see Patrick standing behind me, glaring at the man I thought I loved with such malice I was suddenly very worried. “Patrick,” I warned.

      “You heard her,” Patrick growled. “Leave.”

      “I want to explain,” he said. “I want to be here for you.”

      “I don’t need you,” I quickly interjected.

      “Do not make a scene,” Patrick warned. “Go before I have to have you removed. She does not need your shit right now. None of us do.”

      Tyson looked defeated. My heart went out to him. I didn’t want to be mean to him, but I did want to be mad at him. “I’ll go,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your father.”

      “That’s not what you should be sorry for,” Patrick spat. He grabbed my elbow and steered me back inside.

      Poor Hayden was sitting wide eyed on the pew by herself. I quickly sat down beside her with Patrick on my other side. I was glad the music changed tempo, indicating the service was about to start. Tyson’s unexpected visit was only going to make things more difficult between me and Patrick.

      I wondered what he wanted to explain. He could apologize all day long and it wouldn’t change anything. His actions spoke a million times louder than his words. He made his choice. He chose to think of himself and his money over what I needed in that moment.

      “Are you okay?” Hayden whispered.

      I smiled. “I’m fine.”

      The minister began to talk. I focused on what he was saying for a solid two minutes before I tuned out. He was speaking nonsense. It was a generic script that had nothing to do with my father. He was describing the empty void left after a loved one died. I certainly didn’t feel a void. In my mind, my father died long ago.

      We were just now holding the funeral. It would probably be the same for my mother. Hell, for all I knew, we could be sitting right back in the front row next week, saying our final goodbyes to her. There was nothing I could do about it. Nothing any of us could do.

      In that moment, I realized just how insignificant free will really was. When it was time to go, it was time to go. It was the moments leading up to that last breath that counted. I should probably hear Tyson out. If I didn’t do it now when I had the chance, I would be on my death bed, sucking in my last breath and wondering what he wanted to say.

      I didn’t want regrets. I wanted to go peacefully when it was my turn. I hoped my turn was decades away, but one never knew.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t go into the office today. I wasn’t in the mood. Technically, there was little for me to do now anyway. I was going through my own version of mourning. I was pissed at myself for ruining the best thing going in my life.

      I wasn’t ready to give up just yet. I would give her some time and then try again. That was all I could do. I hoped she would understand and give me a chance to explain. It seemed like that was the rhythm of our relationship. Things went great, I fucked up, she got hurt, and I left her. It was not a great way to live and I understood why she was tired of it.

      I would beg forgiveness, promise to be better, and then commit to doing it. Although I’d tried that once before as well. I was destined to fuck up. I needed clear guidelines on how to navigate the very tricky road I was walking with her.

      The doorbell rang, pulling me from my thoughts. I got up from where I’d settled into the couch and answered the door. “Mae?”

      “Hi,” she said as she took off her dark sunglasses.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you.”

      “I wanted to come by and talk,” she said. “Yesterday wasn’t the right time but I should have let you say what you had to say.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry I showed up there. I wanted to see you.”

      “It’s fine.”

      It wasn’t fine. “Come in.”

      “I went by your office, but they said you didn’t go in today. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” We were both dancing around each other. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “No thanks.”

      I walked to the living room and sat down on the couch. I was giving her free rein to rip me to shreds. She could unleash that anger I saw yesterday. She could tell me what an asshole I was and get it all out. Then, and only then, could I hope to salvage things.

      “How are you really?”

      She shrugged. “I’m really fine. It was a shock, and it is a little sad, but it’s Hayden I’m focused on.”

      “How is she taking it?”

      “Better than I thought actually.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      She offered a small smile. I could see the dark circles under her eyes that looked very much like my own. “It’s a great thing. We’re taking it one step at a time. She went to school today. I told her she didn’t have to, but she wanted to.”

      “Routine is good,” I said, really having no idea if it was.

      “I suppose. What is it you wanted to say yesterday?”

      “First, please let me apologize. There is so much I have to say I’m sorry for. I’m sorry about your dad. I’m sorry about the way I handled it. And most importantly, I’m sorry for showing up uninvited yesterday. Truthfully, I hoped to sneak in and catch you after the funeral. I never meant to make the day more difficult for you.”

      “It’s okay. I didn’t return your calls and texts. I have been really mad. Mad about everything. Some of it you, some of it life in general, and a lot of it him.”

      I nodded, understanding grief could fuck with a person’s emotions. It jumbled everything up. Wires got crossed and emotions were raw. “I want to be here for you,” I told her. “I’m here. Lean on me.”

      “I don’t need to lean on you or anyone else. I’m fine.”

      I sighed, understanding it was her way. “Okay.”

      “Anyway, what did you want? What is so important?”

      “I wanted to explain why I stayed behind,” I started.

      Her gaze narrowed. “I get it. It’s a big deal. You made your decision then?”

      “I did. I wanted to tell Gino in person after I heard what he had to say. I wanted to make sure there was no room for miscommunication. I told him no.”

      Her eyes rounded. “You did what?”

      “I told him I couldn’t give it up. It is far too important to me.”

      “Of course, it is. You are never going to give it up. I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      I was going about it all wrong. She was getting more pissed by the second. “Wait,” I said and held up a hand. “The last couple of days have given me a lot of time to think. I have had time to think about past mistakes and how I can avoid doing them all over again.”

      “By holding on to your museum?”

      “Yes, because it wasn’t ever going to be okay for someone else to have it. I’ve been a selfish prick for too long.”

      She scoffed. “Gee, really?”

      “I deserve that. When I left you all those years ago, I did it for myself. I was selfish. I didn’t think about the hurt I would cause you. I didn’t think about how you would feel. I told myself it was for the best but now I’m not so sure it was.”

      Her gaze softened. “I think it was right. I was too young. I was not ready for that relationship. It was fast and furious and all consuming. It almost scared me a little to be that invested in someone. When you walked away, I was devastated. That’s when I knew I was in too deep. I told myself to never give anyone that kind of power again. It took a long time, but I eventually realized it was for the best. I would have given up my whole life for you. I would have given up everything just to make you love me. That isn’t healthy.”

      Hearing her say the words hurt a little. It also made me feel worse for what had been done. “I really screwed it up. I felt the same way. I was crazy about you. I thought about you every minute of the day and it scared the hell out of me. I listened to my friends. I bought into their idea of what happiness was.”

      “Which was?” she asked.

      “Going out, partying, dating different women. For some really stupid reason, I let myself believe I was missing out by devoting myself to you. I know now how wrong that was. I was lucky to have you.”

      She shrugged. “It’s all over now. None of it matters. We are just not meant to be together. We get hot and heavy and it is just too much for any normal two people. We have passion but that is not enough to build a healthy relationship on.”

      “No!” I immediately protested. “It is enough. It’s everything.”

      “What are you saying? I will not be treated as an afterthought. I’m not going to be the runner-up to whatever else is going on in your life. I cannot take being thrown to the side when something shinier grabs your attention. I’m done with it, Tyson. Absolutely over it.”

      Panic welled inside me at the thought of losing her for good. “That’s what I am telling you. You are not the runner-up. You are the only thing I want in this world.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Me and your business. I won’t be second fiddle to money.”

      “And you never will be. Not with me. Not ever again.”

      I got up and walked to the small table against the wall and picked up the stack of paperwork. I carried it back and handed it to her.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “Read it.” I watched her expression as she flipped through the contract her lawyer had presented me with. She was slowly shaking her head. “What is this? What does this mean?”

      “I signed the papers. You officially own fifty-one percent of my company. Your company. Our company.”

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “I don’t know the exact dollar amount, but I know they offered you a lot of money. Why would you give it all up? Why would you give me half of what you have?”

      I grinned. “Not half, fifty-one percent. More than half. I did it because having forty-nine percent of my company is better than having zero percent of you. I would give you ninety percent if you asked. This is real. Nothing and no one will ever come above you. You are the single most important thing in my life, and I need you to know that. I’m willing to put my money where my mouth is.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she said as she looked at the papers.

      “Say you believe me. Say you will give me a chance to prove to you I am serious about making this work.”

      “I can’t accept this,” she said and handed me the papers.

      “Yes, you can. You are the one that presented the offer. You can’t back out now.”

      “I can too.”

      “Dammit, Mae, I love you. I love you more than anything else. I want to prove that to you. I don’t know any other way to do that. When you gave me that paperwork, you gave me an ultimatum. I’m showing you that it’s you that I want. I don’t give a shit about the money. I love you and I trust you with my life and my life’s work. I trust you with my heart.”

      Tears flashed in her eyes. “Dammit,” she muttered.

      Not the reaction I was hoping for after I poured out my heart. I felt a small fracture start in my heart. What had I done? I gave it all up and she didn’t want me. I turned away. I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t let her see the devastation I felt.

      “Tyson, I love you.”

      I turned back to look at her. “You do?”

      “Yes. I always have. You are like a bad rash. I can’t get rid of you, no matter how hard I try.”

      I grinned. “You can call me whatever you want. You love me?”

      “I do. I swear, if you do anything to hurt me like that again, I will make you sorry.”

      “I promise to never do anything that will hurt you. At least, I will try. You have my permission to make me pay dearly. You hold all the cards.”

      “I don’t want your company,” she said. “I want you.”

      “You have both. I willingly give you both.”

      She smiled and leaned toward me. I met her halfway, accepting the kiss that sealed our new beginning. Our second or third new beginning. I was losing count. The woman was a saint. She gave me chance after chance. I was done needing chances to redeem myself. I was going to fly right from that moment forward. I had no doubt there would be arguments and disagreements. That was okay because as long as we loved each other, we would get through.

      “I am going to take you up on that offer. I want it all.”

      I got to my feet and pulled her up as well. I wanted to show her she was my queen. I lifted her up, my arm going behind her knees as I carried her out of the living room. She put her arms around my neck and smiled up at me. “I love you,” I said again. “I’m going to tell you that a lot. I never want you to forget.”

      “I can walk.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’m going to carry you all the way to my bed.”

      She grinned. “You’ve been working out.”

      “For you.”
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          Mae

        

      

    

    
      He pushed open his bedroom door before using his foot to close it behind him. It seemed a little silly that he would want the door closed after what we had done in his kitchen. I wasn’t going to complain though. It was more intimate and made it more private, like we were the only two in the room.

      “Stay there,” he ordered as he deposited me on the bed. “Don’t move.”

      I nervously laughed. “Where would I go?”

      “I don’t know, but don’t.”

      He rushed to the huge windows and pushed a button. Blinds automatically closed, plunging the room into darkness. In the muted light, I watched him move, lighting a few candles and casting the room in a warm glow. He picked up a remote and pushed a button, and the room immediately filled with some sultry jazz music.

      “Wow,” I said, feeling the heat in the room rise. “You were prepared.”

      “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time. It’s just never worked out that way. I get near you and I can’t control my need. I’m always worried it’s going to be our last time. Now, I can take my time. I plan on enjoying every glorious inch of your body, bite by bite.”

      I was enveloped in a wave of heat that was followed by goosebumps spreading over my skin. “You always know just what to say.”

      He grinned as he reached for the buttons on my blouse. “I only wish I could be as smooth when I talked to other people. With you, I feel comfortable, natural. I can say whatever I want, and it just comes out so easy.”

      “You can say anything,” I whispered and touched his cheek.

      He removed my blouse and dropped it to the floor before undoing the button on my slacks and slowly sliding the zipper down. He truly was taking his time. “You don’t have to be anywhere, do you?” he asked.

      I smiled. “No. Hayden is at school until three.”

      He looked over my shoulder and stared at the clock. “Hours. We have hours.”

      I stepped out of my pants and waited for his next move. “Your turn.”

      He undressed much quicker than he had undressed me. My hands immediately went to his chest. I pressed my palms against the hot skin, feeling the muscles ripple beneath. His mouth dropped to my neck, nuzzling my ear before beginning a slow glide over my collarbone.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispered. “And mine. You are mine.”

      The possessive tone had me shivering once again. I had never been one for the alpha-male thing, but I liked it. I liked it when he called me his.

      “I’m yours,” I answered as I tilted my head to make room for his roving mouth. “I’ve always been yours.”

      The words were like adding fuel to a fire. His kisses intensified. He sucked my flesh between his teeth. The tugging triggered a response between my legs that caught me off guard. I nearly exploded with just his mouth on my neck.

      “I need you,” he rasped. “I want to go slow, but my god, I need you.”

      “Me too,” I said, feeling very frantic. “Please. Me too.”

      In a flurry of movement, we stripped down completely nude. I wrapped my arms around him, hugging his naked body against mine. His arms held me close, his chin resting on top of my head. I liked being close to him with nothing between us. No barriers, invisible or otherwise. It was me and him and nothing else. A sense of calm washed over me. It was a moment of serenity and pure bliss.

      The moment passed and passion edged its way in. There was a slow burn deep inside my belly. He moved, brushing his hard chest over my nipples as he reached down to grab my ass. He squeezed hard, jerking my pelvis against his thick hardness. His mouth closed over mine in a wet, passionate kiss. I gasped, sucking his tongue into my mouth. My hands dropped to his ass and held on as I ground my hips against him. His cock rubbed against my sensitive flesh, sending shockwaves rolling through my body.

      “So good,” I murmured. “I want more. I need more.”

      “Shh, wait for it,” he whispered against my ear.

      I whimpered. “I’m so close.”

      He reached between my legs, cupping his hand over my core. My head dropped back. I moaned as he held me close before sliding one finger over my folds. With a little pressure, his finger slid through the folds and pushed inside me.

      I cried out, my hips bucking forward as my body erupted into fireworks. His arm was around my waist, holding me up against him as his finger slid in and out of me. I felt as if I would collapse into a heap on the floor.

      “God damn, you are so fucking hot,” he hissed. “I could fuck you all day long. I love to feel your wetness. I love to feel how your body reacts to mine. I want to make you orgasm over and over. I want to leave you sated and unable to move.”

      A strained laugh escaped my throat. “I’m not sure I would survive.”

      “You would absolutely survive. I would make damn sure of it.”

      The atmosphere changed in a flash from the light and airy to very serious and hot. He slowly backed me up toward the bed before releasing me. I slid onto the blanket and laid back against the pillows piled high across the head of his bed. He crawled onto the bed, his knees sinking into the mattress. He rose over me, his mouth covering mine in a kiss so hot and passionate I worried I would burst into flames.

      My hands stroked up and down his back, encouraging him to keep going. I opened my mouth wider before opening my legs and inviting him inside me. We were well practiced in the art of making love. His body glided inside mine. He settled inside me. Both of us released a long, contented sigh. He looked into my eyes, reaching up to brush back hair from my brow.

      “I will never get tired of this view,” he said.

      I smiled up at him. “Ditto.”

      “I want to be like this with you always. I always want to be inside you. I love to feel your body tightening around me. The little spasms that pull at me.”

      “I think it could be a little difficult for us to get anything done with you buried inside me.”

      He kissed me again. “I don’t care. I want you. I want you all the time.”

      “Me too,” I answered. My eyes slid closed as my body reacted to his words and the feeling of being filled by him.

      He began to move in slow, powerful thrusts. Once and then again. Shockwaves ripped through me. He must have felt them. He thrust and rode out the wave before thrusting again. I heard my own soft whimpers as he continued to move. He kept up the steady tempo, dragging out every inch before slowly pushing back inside.

      I was enraptured. I could think of nothing else except what it was to have him between my legs. His kiss intensified before he moved to my earlobe and sucked it between his teeth. It was a slow spiral of ecstasy that engulfed me. When the moment hit me, it swallowed me up. I heard nothing else, felt nothing else except him.

      “Oh god,” he groaned.

      His chest collapsed against mine as he rocked again and again, pushing through the orgasm that had us both in a tight grip. I dug my nails into his back, pulling his heavy weight against me. My body sank into the mattress with his body over mine. I felt a tear slide down my cheek. It was a tear of joy and happiness. I was so happy to be in his arms. I never wanted to be anywhere else.

      He shifted his weight a few inches with his hip resting against the mattress and one leg still over me. I stroked my hand up and down his arm. He kissed away the single tear before simply holding me. We didn’t need words just then. We just needed each other.

      “What comes next?” I asked him.

      “I’m not sure. I would like to say we just go with the flow.”

      “I guess that’s really all we can do.”

      “How is Hayden doing?” he asked.

      I smiled. “She’s doing very well. She’s a strong girl. She has to be. She is going to come through this just fine.”

      “It sucks that she has to go through it at all.”

      “Yes, it does. If there was a way to make it all go away, I would.”

      He cleared his throat. “What about Patrick? How is he handling it all?”

      I blew out a breath. “Honestly, he seems completely unaffected, which is a little worrisome.”

      “I’m sure he is trying to be strong for you two.”

      I smiled, kissing his cheek. “He is. He took care of all the arrangements. We decided Hayden didn’t need to be a part of that. We want to preserve her innocence. She has seen too much already.”

      “I’m so glad you got to her when you did.”

      “Me too. I don’t want to think about what could have happened. I don’t want to think about her in that house with that kind of mess. I find myself comparing myself to her at that age. I realize my innocence was stolen early on.”

      He kissed me. “Sorry about that.”

      I giggled, slapping at his shoulder. “Not that innocence.”

      “I know. I get it. I’m sorry you had to live through that, but in a way, it’s a good thing you did.”

      “How is it a good thing?”

      “Because you have the experience to pass along to Hayden. You can guide her through this. You can empathize.”

      He was right. I was relying on my own experiences and the way I felt to try and do my best for her. “I hope you and Patrick can work things out,” I told him.

      “Me too. He’s pretty pissed at me.”

      “He’s not exactly thrilled with me either.”

      “I’ll do my best to make him understand that this is real for me. I want him to understand I won’t do anything to hurt you. I’m not the dickhead kid I was back then. I’m going to do right by you.”

      I knew he was speaking the truth. “I will do my best to do right by you as well. I want to do this the right way. I don’t want to hide it. I don’t want to sneak around.”

      “I agree. We’ll do this together. We have a lot to look forward to. Right now, I think I would like to take advantage of the couple of hours I have left with you.”

      I grinned and touched his face. “I was wondering if you were going to be a one-hit wonder.”

      “Not a chance, woman. Not a chance.”

      His mouth slammed against mine. The easy conversation turned into an explosion of passion.

      I was so in love with him. There was no coming back from this kind of love. It was the kind of thing that only happened once in a lifetime. I wasn’t going to squander it.
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          Tyson

        

      

    

    
      I jogged downstairs, checking the time on my watch. We were running late. I never realized how much extra time it took to get two women out the door on time. Well, one woman and one young lady. I walked into the kitchen to see if they were in there. They weren’t. I walked down the hall, popped my head into the living room, and discovered it was empty as well.

      “Mae!” I hollered. “Hayden!”

      “I’m in my room!” Hayden called back.

      I rolled my eyes. “We need to go!”

      Mae came out of the office we both shared. “We’re fine.”

      “Mae, you said I couldn’t let you be late. I’m trying to stick to that promise. Why does it take so long to get ready?”

      She frowned. “She’s thirteen. There are at least four wardrobe changes that have to happen and then there is hair and makeup.”

      “Makeup? What the hell is she doing wearing makeup?”

      Mae gave me a kiss on the cheek. “She wears very little makeup. She asked if it was okay and I said yes.”

      I felt like an overprotective father. Or an overprotective brother. I was turning into Patrick. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have butted in.”

      “No, don’t be sorry. You should butt in. You have done a lot for her and she looks up to you. I would never tell her it was okay to wear a lot of makeup, but she likes to feel pretty, and she is mature enough to wear it.”

      “I agree.”

      “I’ll go tell her to get a move on. Are you sure you are okay driving? You don’t drive often. I don’t want you to kill us.”

      I stuck my tongue out at her. “Ha. Ha. I drive just fine. Besides, I want to take the new car for a spin. It’s been too long since I’ve driven. I feel like Miss Daisy with you chauffeuring me around all the time.”

      “You had a chauffeur that drove you around all the time. What’s the difference?”

      “Because he was my driver, not my chauffer.”

      She rolled her eyes before walking away. It made perfect sense to me. I grabbed the keys to the new Audi out of the little bowl in the entryway. It was the little changes like these that I liked.

      Mae and Hayden had moved in a month ago. The energy in the house felt different. It was more alive and yet softer. There were little things that made it feel like a home, rather than a house. Like the bowl in the entryway for our keys and what not. Something so simple made such a huge difference. I felt like I belonged in the house, like I truly lived there. Before, it always kind of felt like I was staying at an Airbnb.

      I heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to see both ladies coming down. “Ready?”

      “Yes,” Hayden answered with exasperation. “It doesn’t take that long to get there.”

      “But traffic,” I replied. “We don’t want to get stuck in traffic.”

      We walked to the garage and climbed into the car. The new-car smell was still very strong. I started the engine and carefully backed out before heading down the road. I wasn’t nervous for myself. I was nervous for the two ladies in my life that I cared a great deal for. This was a big day for them. I prayed it all went well.

      We stepped inside the large rec room of the rehab facility their mother was in. We took three seats near the back and quietly listened as one of the patients gave her testimony. I listened to the woman’s tale of near-death experiences and losing everything she owned. It was heartbreaking.

      A few minutes later, their mother stood and walked to the small platform with a podium. Mae reached for my hand and squeezed. I knew she was nervous as hell. She was putting on a brave face, but this was important to her. Last night, she had tossed and turned. She was terrified we would get there only to discover her mother had checked out of the facility and returned to her old ways.

      “She’s here,” she whispered.

      I nodded and turned my focus on the woman that looked so different from the woman I had dropped off at the front doors three months earlier. It had taken two months before Hayden, Mae, and Patrick convinced their mother to get help. After the death of her husband, she went off the rails in every way. It had taken a team of private detectives I insisted on hiring to find her. She was living on the streets and in rough shape. She refused to meet with her children face to face but did talk with them on the phone.

      It was agreed I would personally deliver her to the rehab facility. I was proud they trusted me and happy I could be of just a little help to their fractured family. It was a connection I had longed for. I would have preferred it to be under less dire circumstances, but it was what it was.

      “Thank you,” she began, her voice so soft everyone stopped talking and subtly leaned forward to hear her better. “This journey has been long and hard. I know I haven’t reached my goal yet, but I want to. For a long time, I felt lost. I wandered aimlessly through life. I rejected my children and my husband. I’ve hated myself for doing that. I have hated the pills and hated everything in the world to the point I wanted to die. When my husband died, I was so furious with him for leaving me behind. He took the easy way out and left me alone.”

      Mae dug in her purse and handed a tissue to Hayden, who was openly weeping. My heart hurt for the girl. I let go of Mae’s hand and wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against me to offer the only comfort I knew to give.

      “It took a long time for me to see I had been alone long before he died. I made the decision to be alone because I was ashamed of the person I was. My children, God bless them, they didn’t give up. They fought long and hard and finally brought me into the light. I want to tell them thank you. Thank you for not giving up on me when I gave up on all of you a long time ago. I have been working the steps, but I don’t think I will ever truly be able to make amends for the horrible, shameful things I said and did. I want to be better. Every day, I wake up and I remind myself why I’m sober. I am looking forward to a future with them.”

      She stepped away from the podium amid a round of applause. She took her seat and the next patient took his turn. We sat quietly, listening to one story after another until it was finally over.

      “Do you want to stay?” I asked Mae.

      She bit her lower lip. We’d made no plans. There was a reception of sorts for the family, but Mae did not want to commit to stay. She was still on the fence about her mother’s recovery. She was more pragmatic than her younger sister.

      “I want to see Mom,” Hayden chimed in.

      Mae sighed with resignation. “We’ll stay, but I might wait outside.”

      “You can’t leave me alone,” Hayden hissed.

      “I’ll be here,” a male voice said.

      The three of us spun around to find Patrick standing directly behind us. “I didn’t think you were coming!” Mae exclaimed before throwing her arms around him. “I’m so glad you did.”

      “I thought I better,” he said, giving me a hard look.

      We had yet to speak. He did help move Hayden and Mae in, but we said no more than a few words to each other. Mae and Patrick were still trying to find a new normal for their relationship. I was doing my best to stay out of it and avoid making the matter worse.

      “Mom’s coming over,” Hayden hissed.

      Mae’s face paled. I immediately reached for her hand. “It will be okay. We can wait outside if you want.”

      “I can do this,” she answered. “I have to do this.”

      The three siblings stood side by side with Hayden sandwiched between them and me on Mae’s other side.

      “Hi,” their mother greeted them. She looked terrified. I didn’t blame her. Her children were a force to be reckoned with.

      Hayden was the first to react. She threw her arms around the woman. Both of them sobbed. Patrick looked away and Mae turned to rest her face against my shoulder as she shed her own tears. Hayden stepped away from her mother and studied her face. “You look good, Mom.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. You look so pretty.” She turned to Mae. “Thank you for taking such good care of her.”

      Mae nodded. “Of course.”

      “Patrick, thank you for coming.”

      Patrick shrugged. “You’re welcome.”

      “I’ll grab everyone a bottle of water,” I said, extracting myself from the private moment.

      Mae grabbed for my hand. I gave her a look, letting her know she would be okay. She relaxed and let go. I caught Patrick’s stare as I walked away. I probably shouldn’t have come. I wasn’t going to, but Hayden and Mae insisted I did. I was doing it for them.

      I grabbed five of the little mini bottles of water and was just about to grab some of the offered cookies when Patrick approached. “Can we talk?”

      “Here? Right now?”

      “Yes.”

      I turned to check on Mae. She was actually smiling as Hayden was animatedly telling a story to her mother. I figured she would be okay for a few minutes. Patrick and I moved to a quiet corner of the room where I could keep my eye on Hayden and Mae. If I saw the first sign of distress, Patrick was going to have to wait.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry for being such a dick these past few months.”

      That was unexpected. “I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you from the beginning.”

      “Yeah, that was kind of a fucked-up move.”

      “I know. I knew how you felt about your sister and I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. Just for the record, I never stepped out on her. I was always faithful to your sister. I’m a changed man, mostly because of her. I’m going to do right by her.”

      He nodded. “I can see that. You take really good care of them both. I appreciate it. They needed the stability and you have given it to them. I’ve never seen Mae so happy.”

      “We do love each other,” I told him. “I have always loved her. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t deny it. She’s always been my one.”

      “I get it. It’s fine. I wouldn’t want her with anyone else. She needs someone strong to lean on and someone that can push back when she needs it as well.”

      I smiled. “She is a very stubborn but capable woman.”

      “How is it going with the business?”

      “Good. I will admit I was anxious about signing it over, but it’s Mae. We both know how capable she is. The woman is smart, sassy, and she takes no prisoners when she wants to.”

      Patrick laughed. “You’ve got that right.”

      “How about you? Still spending a lot of time golfing?”

      “Little chilly now. I’m thinking about buying a house outside of town. I’m ready for a quiet life.”

      “No shit?”

      He shrugged. “I see how happy Mae is. I want that as well.”

      I noticed Mae looking at me. I offered her a smile, letting her know everything was okay. “We should get back over there. I would love to catch up. Maybe we can grab a beer sometime?”

      “I’d like that.”

      We walked back to join the ladies. I handed out the waters and listened to them chat and catch up. When the one hour of family time was over, I felt like there had been a lot of healing. We all walked away from that room feeling a lot better than when we walked in.

      “We’ll talk later,” Mae said to me after Hayden got in the car.

      “It’s all good,” I told her, knowing she was asking about the Patrick situation.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m afraid to be to hopeful. I’ve seen her get sober before. When she started using again, it was much worse than the first time. I’m worried about what happens when she leaves here. What if she starts up again?”

      “Let’s worry about that when or if it happens. For now, like they said in there. It’s one day at a time.”
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        Two months later

      

      

      

      I looked around the bright kitchen and smiled. It was a cold winter day but that wasn’t stopping us from barbecuing out on the covered patio. There were several patio heaters set up to ward off the bulk of the chill, but we would be eating in the attached sunroom. Life was good. My mom was healthy and was going to be spending Christmas with us.

      Today’s barbecue was another celebration of her recovery. Five months sober was a big deal. I was trying to stay positive. She was different this time around. She was actually trying. She was getting intensive therapy, and instead of moving home alone, she moved into a house that would support her staying clean.

      It was made clear from the very beginning that neither I, nor Patrick would have her living with us. There was still way too much baggage for us to do that. It was too risky in my opinion. She needed to learn to stand on her own two feet without either of us propping her up.

      “How is school, dear?” my mom asked Hayden.

      “It’s all right,” she answered. “The classes are a little harder, and there are a lot more kids, but it’s okay.”

      “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      Hayden blushed. “Yes.”

      “The same boy?” my mother asked with surprise.

      I laughed. “Jared is long gone. We are onto Malachi now.”

      Hayden blushed. “Malachi is different.”

      “They always are,” I murmured.

      “He really is.”

      “He’s older,” I informed our mother. “He’s in the tenth grade.”

      “Oh, Hayden, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      Hayden rolled her eyes. “It’s fine. We don’t even see each other that much. He plays basketball and I’m always at cheerleading practice, it feels like.”

      My mom and I exchanged a look. We both knew it was for the best they didn’t get a lot of time alone. I encouraged her to stay busy with friends and other activities. I wasn’t ready for teenage-boy drama. The breakup with Jared had been enough for me.

      “Can you slice the tomatoes for the salad?” I asked Hayden.

      “Sure,” she said. She slid off the barstool where she was perched and chatting with my mom, who was making a bean dip for us to snack on.

      “This really is a beautiful kitchen,” my mother commented. “Do you do a lot of cooking in here?”

      Hayden and I both laughed. “We try. I hate to say this, but Tyson is the better cook in the house.”

      “What?” she said with a small laugh. “How did you get so lucky to get a handsome man that is rich, kind, and cooks?”

      I shrugged as I looked out the massive glass doors to where him and Patrick were laughing about something. “I guess I have Patrick to thank. Although I’m not sure he appreciates the fact he is the one that got us together.”

      “I think it’s fate.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed.

      “I wish I would have taught both you girls how to cook. I guess it’s another one of my mom fails.”

      It was true. She did fail us, but that was in the past. As part of her recovery, we were moving forward and not looking back. There was no point in dwelling on what we couldn’t change. I didn’t want the upbeat atmosphere to change.

      “How is your new roommate?” I asked her.

      “She is okay. She has eight months being sober. She was living on her own for a few months but didn’t think she could handle the temptation quite yet. She only plans on being at the clean-living facility for a month or so.”

      I nodded. “That’s probably a good idea. What about you? Are you feeling stronger?”

      She blew out a breath. “Some days, yes. Other days, not so much. I want to go home.”

      “Mom,” I started. “The doctors and your therapist told you that wasn’t a good idea. I think you really need to think about selling the house. Start fresh. Get a small apartment and ease back into life.”

      “But all of our things are there,” she protested.

      “No, all of our history is there. Hayden has what she wants and needs. Patrick cleared out the family albums and other treasures. I certainly don’t want anything. That house holds a lot of bad memories for you. You said it yourself. It’s time to make a clean break from the past.”

      “You’re right. I probably will but I’m not ready to do it yet.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “When you are, we will all help you.”

      I heard raucous laughter and looked out the door to see the men laughing again. I was glad they were getting along so well. It warmed my heart to have my entire family back together. It wasn’t perfect, but we were getting there.

      “He is a good man,” I heard my mother say.

      I pulled my eyes away from Tyson. “What?”

      “Tyson is a good man. I am so glad you have someone like him. He’s good to Hayden as well. I like him. I respect him.”

      “Yes, he is a very good man,” I agreed.

      “He is a little bossy,” Hayden chimed in.

      I laughed along with her. “That, he is. We’re wearing him down though. He is outnumbered in this house.”

      Patrick came inside, the cool air clinging to him. “Tyson needs you outside.”

      “Right now?” I said with a grimace. “It’s so cold.”

      “It’s not cold. Stand next to one of the heaters.”

      I walked out and was surprised by the warmth the heaters did provide. “What’s up?”

      “I missed you,” he said with a grin.

      “Tyson Helms, you did not just get me out of that warm house to come out here for you to tell me you missed me. You could have walked inside!”

      “Can you hand me my special seasoning blend?” he asked and completely ignored my scolding.

      I frowned and turned around to the shelf above his outdoor kitchen barbecue. I knew exactly what seasoning it was. It was his secret sauce so to speak. It was so secret he refused to tell me what was in it. Instead of the black container he kept it in sitting in the usual spot, there was a small, black ring box.

      I turned back around to ask what was going on and found Tyson on one knee. “What are you doing?”

      “Can you grab the box? This will go much better if you have that in your hand.”

      I reached for the box and held it in my shaking hands. “Tyson?” I wasn’t shaking because it was cold. I was suddenly very nervous and excited.

      “Mae Kendell, you drive me absolutely crazy. Crazy in love, crazy in all things. I want to marry you. I want to spend the rest of my days with you. I figure this is one way for me to have proper ownership over my company. Community property and all that.”

      I burst into laughter. “What exactly are you doing right now? If you are proposing, you suck at it.”

      He chuckled. “That’s not nice.”

      “You are being silly. Come on. Get up.”

      He shook his head, his smile fading as he got very serious. “I’m asking you to marry me. I love you. I love you with all my heart and never want to be apart from you. I know I tease you a lot and I know we are rarely serious, but I am about this. I am so serious. Will you please marry me?”

      I stared at him. I was taken by surprise. We had yet to discuss marriage. I truly thought we were going to be one of those couples that cohabitated for the rest of our lives without making it official. I was overjoyed to know he truly did want to marry me. “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Are you sure about that?” he teased. “You don’t sound very confident in your answer. Maybe you should open that box and see if that sweetens the deal.”

      I was laughing and crying at the same time. I did as he said and opened the box to reveal an antique ring. Instead of the traditional diamond, it was a gorgeous green emerald surrounded by several smaller diamonds. “Tyson, this is beautiful.”

      “Does that seal the deal for me?” he teased. “Will you marry me? My knee is getting a little sore on this cement.”

      I stepped forward and grabbed his hand, pulling him up. “Yes,” I said again, much louder and clearer. “You are completely crazy, but yes, I will marry you.”

      He kissed me before helping me put on the ring. “Thank you.”

      “I don’t think you are supposed to say thank you,” I told him.

      “I do. I am thanking you for giving me the chance to prove to you I can be the best husband to you. I will always take care of you. I will love you through thick and thin and everything in between. We’ve got an exciting life ahead of us and I can’t wait to spend it with you.”

      “I love you,” I said. “I will try to be the best wife. I will try to learn how to cook, but I make no promises. I will be by your side for the rest of your days, whether you want me there or not.”

      “I definitely want you there. Never think otherwise. Even when I’m being an asshole or when I get completely absorbed in a new auction, I want you there.”

      I kissed him again. “Then there, I shall be.”

      “I think you should probably show them the ring. They are all dying to see it.”

      “Oh my god,” I gasped. “I totally forgot they were here!”

      I turned to find my family huddled up against the glass doors. I burst into laughter and gestured for them to come out. My mom ran to me, checking out the ring before hugging me. Patrick slapped Tyson on the back and Hayden hugged me from behind.

      “Congratulations, sweetheart,” my mom said with tears in her eyes. “You deserve this. You deserve all of this. I want you to be happy.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Can we eat now?” Hayden complained. “I thought he was going to lose his nerve.”

      “Wait, you guys all knew about this?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Tyson answered. “I wanted them to be here for you.”

      I smiled and gave him another hug. “You’re such a good man.”

      “I’m your man.”

      We kissed again amid a chorus of gagging sounds. They left us alone on the patio once again. “You truly are a special human, Tyson Helms. I’m so glad I gave you the chance to be with me.”

      He laughed. “I love how humble you are. I’m glad you gave me the chance as well. I’m looking forward to a long life with you.”

      “I cannot wait for a future with you. We are going to have the best museums in the entire world. We are going to be the best team ever.”

      “I want them all to leave,” he whispered next to my ear.

      “That’s not nice.”

      “I want you so bad. I want you right now.”

      “Tyson, stop. You are making me wet.”

      He nibbled on my ear. “You make me hard. I can’t go in there right now.”

      I very carefully and slowly walked him to the edge of the patio, out of the line of sight of the window. I reached down and cupped his growing erection in my hand and gave him a hard kiss. “Then stay right here in the chilly air.”

      I walked away laughing, leaving him staring after me with shock. “You’re going to pay for that!” he shouted.

      “I hope I do,” I called back.

      I went inside, feeling happier than I had ever felt in my life. It was good to be happy.
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        Want More?

      

        

      
        Check out Breaking The Ice!
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        Grab your copy HERE!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Insider Group

      

        

      
        Well hello again! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you loved it. 

      

        

      
        I’d hate to part ways now that you are through the book. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on. 

      

        

      
        We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites, and sneak previews for this amazing group. 

      

        

      
        And as a HUGE thank you for joining, 

        you’ll receive a free book on me!
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        Join Here
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      Ali Parker is a full-time contemporary and new adult romance writer with more than a hundred and twenty books behind her. She loves coffee, watching a great movie and hanging out with her hubs. By hanging out, she means making out. The man is hot. Hello.

      She’s a creative at heart and loves coming up with more ideas than any one person should be allowed to access. She lives in Tennessee with her hubs, teenage son, two grown daughters and first grand baby (yes!). Telling a good story that revives hope, reminds us of love and gives a vacation from life is all she’s up to.

      Questions, comments or concerns? You can always email her at Ali@aliparkerbooks.com.
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