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      You just can’t make these things up…

      Life has been a rollercoaster through a forest filled with dream-eating squirrels who are hot on my tail.

      Okay, it’s not that bad, but it feels like it is at times.

      I’m a single mom to my sister’s little girl, and I found out a year ago that Hollywood is making a movie from one of my books.

      It would be great news except they failed to tell me they were making the film.

      To top it all off, I’m falling for a smirking, self-entitled jerk who almost ran into me the other day.

      He’s busy flirting with the single moms at the school play and pretending to be God’s gift to women.

      Why is he stealing my thoughts, my breath, and my desire to be independent?

      I might’ve made a name for myself writing fantasy, but my life is no fairy tale right now. The last thing I need is to be falling in love with him.

      Him of ALL people. Ugh.

      There has to be more than meets the eye. And the eye is very, very happy.

      This single-father lawyer is willing to save my career and what does he want in return?

      Me. Nothing much, right?

      It would be easier to stay frenemies with this handsome hunk, but I find myself in the one place I hoped I’d never be.

      Desperate for him. 
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      To my amazing readers. Love never shows up at the right time or our right time, but it always shows up. To you finding, keeping, or being love.

      

      -Weston
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Laurie

        

      

    

    
      Until two years ago, I’d been living the dream. Maybe it wasn’t everyone’s idea of living the life, but it sure had been mine.

      It’d started with a random story idea I’d come up with in the shower. An idea I’d spent every night developing into a story from that day on for the next few years until it was finally done.

      At the ripe young age of twenty-three, I self-published my first novel. I never really thought anything would come of it or even that it would get noticed among the millions of great books out there.

      I’d spent all those years building the world in that book, though. I refused to give up on it, even after having my manuscript rejected hundreds of times over by agents and publishing houses.

      Much to my surprise, the young-adult world I’d created turned out to be a hit. It became more popular than I ever would’ve imagined less than three months after I’d hit the publish button.

      Suddenly, publishers were falling all over themselves to work with me. It was a dream come true.

      I almost signed on with Knightley Publishing House, my ultimate place to have landed, but then my sister convinced me not to. I got my own team, and in the three years that followed, I produced six more bestsellers.

      Living the life, for me, had entailed living in a trendy little apartment in downtown Savannah, planning all the trips I’d always wanted to take, and getting to have Sunday dinners with my family every week. Best of all, I got to write about pretty much whatever I wanted, and I never had a manuscript rejected again.

      I was reaching for the stars, and just when I’d begun to feel like I might be able to touch them, it all fell apart. All it took for everything to change was one lousy phone call. A phone call that had lasted all of two minutes, but nothing had ever been the same again.

      Now I was living a different dream. It wasn’t my own, but that didn’t mean it was bad. It was simply different.

      As I stood in the living room of my new home, it was really difficult to believe it’d only been two years. Sometimes, it felt like a decade had passed since that fateful day. Other times, I wondered if my old life had ever really happened at all.

      The new house was nice. It was a charming, single-level, three-bedroom house with a red front door and a decent backyard. It wasn’t big by any means, but at least there was space between us and our neighbors—unlike the way it had been at my apartment downtown.

      I sighed when I looked around at all the moving boxes still stacked almost to the roof. Sunlight streamed in through the dusty windows, illuminating just how desperately I needed to get on with cleaning and unpacking.

      As I had every morning for the last month since we’d moved in here, I went to make some coffee and prepared myself to get through more than one box today. The problem wasn’t that I was too lazy or even too busy to unpack. It was that most of the stuff in most of these boxes didn’t belong to me.

      It had belonged to my older sister, Katherine. My parents had kept it in storage for me since that horrible day, and I was grateful to have it. Unearthing all her treasures and trying to use them to decorate a home to live in with her daughter just wasn’t easy.

      Whenever I opened any of the boxes, I was assaulted by memories of her. I remembered the very morning that had been the last time I’d seen her. I’d gone to her house to have breakfast with her and her daughter, Katie.

      My niece had been five at the time. She was also my goddaughter, and I adored popping in to surprise and spoil her whenever I could. Thanks to a career that had been becoming sort of lucrative, spoiling her was something I had finally been able to afford to do.

      Mere hours before that phone call, I had taken her a kite and promised her we’d fly it together that weekend. We never did.

      Instead, we’d spent that weekend at my parents’ house planning my sister’s funeral.

      It didn’t seem possible in this day and age that something like a ruptured appendix could claim the life of an otherwise healthy young mother. According to the doctors, it wasn’t a common occurrence, but Katherine just hadn’t gotten to the hospital in time for them to stop the toxins spreading through her body.

      An unfortunate tragedy was what they’d called it.

      Already on the verge of tears from the onslaught of memories I both cherished and wished I could forget, I reached into my first box for the day. My fingers brushed over something hard with raised edges, and the lump in my throat grew when I realized what it was. Picture frames.

      Tears burned my eyes when I started unpacking them. I paused to trace Katherine’s face with my fingers before gently placing each one on our new mantel. There were several of my sister when she’d been pregnant with Katie, some with just the two of them or the two of us, and some with all three of us grinning at the camera like goofballs.

      This sucks so darn bad. There hadn’t even been any warning. No time to prepare or say goodbye.

      One minute, she had been with us, laughing and trying to be the best mother she could be, and the next, she was just gone.

      All of a sudden, there were phone calls from the hospital, doctors, and lawyers. Katie’s father had never been in the picture. He wasn’t really a stand-up guy and Kat had made the choice to be a single mother.

      I knew how hard that choice had been for her, but it was the right one to make. She’d always been able to make the right decisions, even when they were the toughest ones.

      The next thing I knew, I had been appointed as Katie’s legal guardian. While trying to juggle my own devastation and grief, I suddenly also had to take care of a shattered, confused five-year-old in mourning.

      Katie was my world, and I only ever wanted to do what was best for her, but I wasn’t convinced I was really it. Katherine had chosen me for the job, and because I knew how much my sister had lived for her daughter, I knew it wasn’t a decision she would have made lightly. It was an honor really.

      But it was also a responsibility I hadn’t been prepared for. All my choices about Katie were second-guessed. Even moving out here to the suburbs.

      The neighborhood was cute and charming. A lot of kids lived on this street and it was close to the school Katherine herself had chosen for Katie, but in the back of my mind, I always wondered if this was what Katherine would’ve done.

      Would she approve of the decisions I made? Would she think this was the right choice? Would she have preferred those pictures to go in Katie’s room or would she be happy with them on the mantel?

      It was a constant struggle, and one that felt like it would never end. Not until they installed phone lines in Heaven and I could finally ask my sister all my questions. Unfortunately, last I heard, no one was making any progress on those lines of communication.

      Another heavy sigh came out of me, but then I heard little footsteps coming down the hall, and I pulled myself out of my moment of sadness. While I was definitely still struggling to come to terms with everything that had happened, I was the adult in this situation.

      Somehow. Who let that happen? I mean, me? An adult? I need to speak to the manager.

      But I was the adult, and I refused to let Katie see me grieving for her mother when she herself was only just starting to smile more often than she cried. She was the bravest, most resilient little girl on the planet.

      I knew it was important not to hide all my emotions from her—I’d been told by all the counselors that it was important for her to know she wasn’t alone in her grief—but I also didn’t want her to have to deal with the wreck I became whenever I opened one of their boxes.

      Katie, now seven and becoming way too smart, came around the corner into the living room with her arms spread wide at her sides. She turned in a slow circle, a proud grin on her face as she showed off her Halloween costume.

      “I look just like a real farmer,” she said, her chest puffing out when she came to a stop. “One day when I’m a farmer for real, I’ll get to wear this every day.”

      “You look amazing.” I set my coffee down beside the photographs and went over to give her a hug.

      “Thank you for getting me the outfit,” she said with her thin little arms around my waist. “I especially love the overalls.”

      I smiled into her blonde hair. “You’re so very welcome, baby.”

      More tears pricked at the backs of my eyes. Katie looked cute as heck in her shiny red cowgirl boots, a plaid shirt, and a straw hat. I’d found the overalls at the thrift store, and she’d been enamored with them since I’d brought them home.

      I wish Katherine could see her like this. I tried not to think too often about all the moments my sister was missing, but since I’d started the move, it’d been more of a challenge than ever.

      I still didn’t want Katie to notice how sad I was, though. Especially not this morning. She’d been excited for Halloween for months. Her cornflower-blue eyes, Katherine’s eyes, were wide and bright. The smile on her face hadn’t faltered since she’d come into view.

      “You look ready to plow the fields and milk the cows,” I joked in an attempt to cover up my melancholy. “Get over here. Let’s take a few pictures, shall we?”

      Releasing her to grab my phone from the table, I took a deep breath before going back to her side. Get it together, Laurie. The house isn’t going to unpack itself and you can’t keep weeping every time you see a picture of Kat.

      “How about you pose for a few by yourself first?” I asked, trying to buy myself the time I needed to follow my internal instructions before I had to appear on the other side of the camera.

      Katie smiled and nodded. “Will you send them to Granny and Grandpa?”

      “You bet.” My parents had always been my rock and safe haven, but that had never been truer than it had been since Kat’s death. “They would never forgive me if I didn’t send them pictures of their favorite granddaughter, the farmer.”

      She giggled, and I caught the most beautiful natural shot of her as she lifted her hand to hide her mouth. “I’m their only granddaughter, so I have to be their favorite.”

      “Really?” I tilted my head and scratched my jaw. “That doesn’t seem right. Are you sure?”

      While she nodded and giggled again, I took a few more bursts of pictures. It turned out the dusty windows combined with the early-morning sunlight provided soft lighting for beautiful pictures.

      There’s always a silver lining somewhere. You just have to look for it.

      Katie and I laughed our way through our impromptu photoshoot before I mentioned cows again. Her eyes suddenly widened and she took off back down the hallway to her room.

      “Cows!” she exclaimed while running. “I forgot Mr. Moo. I can’t go to school without him.”

      “Of course not. Go get him. I’ll get breakfast ready.”

      Mr. Moo was her favorite stuffed animal, and even though it wasn’t in the best shape since she’d been sleeping with him her entire life, she didn’t let that stop her from taking him to school every day.

      While she retrieved her most prized possession, I decided to give up on unpacking another box right away and headed to the kitchen to make her some breakfast. I wouldn’t have had time to get through another whole box before we had to leave for school anyway.

      Baby steps are still steps.

      Our kitchen was small but cozy. It had a breakfast nook in front of a bay window, bright yellow sunflowers on a row of blue tiles above the countertops, and some of Katie’s artwork under magnets on the fridge.

      At least I’d gotten more than halfway through unpacking in here. All the basics were out, and since my mother firmly believed in the kitchen being the heart of the home, I was proud of myself for having turned this space into somewhere we could enjoy some family time.

      After popping in some toast for her and cutting up an apple, I refreshed my coffee and sipped on that while she ate. I’d already packed her lunch, and her pale purple backpack was packed and resting against the wall next to the front door.

      “There’s a costume contest after lunch today,” she said excitedly. “I can’t wait to see what my friends have dressed up as.”

      “I’ll be looking out for the pictures on the class group later,” I replied, surprisingly being completely honest about it.

      A lot had changed over the last two years. I now hardly wore anything that wasn’t casual, when I used to dress up just to go get coffee. My hair was always up, when it used to be blown out and styled on a daily basis even if I hadn’t been planning on leaving the house.

      Back then, my professional star had been on the rise. I wasn’t even sure if it was even really in the sky anymore now, but having lost my muse was the least of my worries.

      Katie had always been important to me, but now, she was the most important person in my life. Everything that affected her, affected me. If she was excited about a costume contest and getting to see her friends dressed up, then so was I.

      I might not have planned to become a mother to a five-year-old at twenty-six, but I had. The circumstances sucked and I wouldn’t wish them on my worst enemy, but they were my circumstances and I had to make the best of them.

      For Katherine.

      For Katie.

      And for my parents.

      For today, that meant getting excited about a costume contest. At least we were finally getting excited again, finding joy in the little things. I’d never realized how much all that meant to me until I’d lost it. Now that it was back, I planned on cherishing every moment like it was my last.

      Because who knows? It very well could be. I’d learned that lesson in the hardest way possible, and it wasn’t one I would ever forget.
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Jacob

        

      

    

    
      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Nick. You can take that extremely generous offer I gave you by ten this morning, or you can meet us in court.” I held my phone to my ear with my shoulder, freeing up my hand to reply to an email from a junior member of the firm asking me for advice.

      “But Jacob—”

      God. It’s way too early to deal with Nick. My esteemed colleague hadn’t been given the nickname “Tricky Nicky” for nothing.

      “Don’t even try,” I said. “I meant it when I said that offer was extremely generous, and you know it.”

      He sighed. “Your client wouldn’t have made the amount you’re asking for in punitive damages in three lifetimes. Let’s settle on enough for one lifetime and call it a day.”

      “No can do. Just because he’s the little guy and you’re the giant doesn’t mean you can short-change him. Your client’s product nearly killed the guy, and you knew it could happen.” I checked the time after hitting send on the email. Fuck. When did it get that late? “Look, Nick. I haven’t even left my house yet. I need to wrap this up and get my daughter to school. I’ll be looking for the signed offer on my desk by ten. If it’s not there, I’ll see you in court.”

      “Be reasonable, Jacob. We can talk about this.”

      “We already have.” A noise in the doorway made me look up. Allie, my seven-going-on-thirty-year-old daughter, stood there with her hand on her hip and her tiny eyebrow raised. “I’ve got to go, Nicky. Remember what I said.”

      Without waiting for his reply, I pulled the phone away from my ear, hung up, and lifted my palms at her. “I know. I know. We’re going to be late if we don’t get moving and Halloween is your favorite day of school. You don’t want to miss it.”

      I grinned when I looked over her outfit. She was dressed in a black suit, shiny dress shoes, and a tie that was much too big for her.

      “You make a very convincing lawyer. Want to just skip the whole schooling thing and come work for me?”

      She smoothed out the jacket and shook her head. “I can’t skip school. There’s a costume contest after lunch.”

      “That’s not what I meant, but it is a compelling point.” I got up and walked across my home office, ruffling her loose hair as I passed by. “Do you still want me to help you with your hair?”

      “Yes, please.” She followed me to my bathroom, held her arms out so I could help her onto the counter, and folded her hands in her lap. She tipped her head back while I got some product on my hands. “Can you slick it back? I want to look like the lawyer in that show you don’t like.”

      I rolled my eyes but nodded. Her big brown eyes still melted my heart every time I looked into them. There was no saying no to her, even if I knew exactly which make-believe lawyer she was referring to and I hated the character he played.

      “Let’s slick it back then. Just remember. He’s blond, and you’re a brunette, so you won’t look exactly like him anyway. There’s also the small matter of him being an adult male and you being, well, not.” I grabbed the comb and got to work, smelling the fresh scent of citrus when I kissed her forehead once I was done. “There we go. All done.”

      “Thank you, Daddy!” She hopped off, hugged my waist, and started walking backward after she released me. “Can we go now?”

      “Yep. Just about. We need to pack up your lunch. Then we can head out.”

      She groaned. “We should have done that last night.”

      “Well, it would go faster if you’d stop complaining and start helping.” I smiled when we walked into the kitchen. “Go grab your backpack. I’ll get your lunch.”

      I’d already packed her lunch box earlier, but I added a juice box and some fruit before snapping the lid in place. With Allie pitching in by fetching her backpack and her school supplies, we were ready to go in no time.

      Our garage held a new luxury Mercedes parked beside my electric-blue Corvette. I’d always been a bit of a sucker for a nice car, and the Corvette had been one of my first ever purchases once I could afford it. The Mercedes was our family car, but it was still a fucking dream to drive. Its safety ratings had clinched the deal for me.

      Who says a Dad-car can’t be an awesome one?

      We piled into the Mercedes and, once Allie was buckled in, peeled out of the driveway and headed to school. Glancing at her in the mirror when we were on the road, I smiled again at her outfit. “We’re still going trick or treating tomorrow, right?”

      She shrugged a shoulder, her gaze fixed on the landscape rolling by. “I suppose we can.”

      “Have you decided you’re too old for trick or treating now?” It’d been a topic of discussion for the last couple of weeks. It broke my heart to think my little girl was growing up so fast that she didn’t even want to go out on Halloween, but I wasn’t giving up yet.

      Allie shrugged again and gave her head a small shake. “I’m still not sure. What if I’m the oldest kid out there?”

      “You won’t be.” That much, I was sure of. “You only get to be a kid once, honey. Seven is too young to stop trick or treating.”

      “Do you really think so?” She cocked her head to the side, shifting in the backseat so she faced me. “I don’t know. None of my friends have said if they’re going.”

      I laughed. “If it was socially acceptable and people in this town wouldn’t recognize me, I’d still be doing it. Trust me. Your friends are going. It only really becomes fun after seven.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she promised, scrunching up her freckled nose as she lowered her chin to give me a look. “But I’m not saying yes yet.”

      “You should go,” I said, “for both our sakes.”

      Uncertainty marred her forehead and darkened her eyes, but eventually, she agreed—even if it was begrudgingly. “Fine. I’ll go, but if I’m too old, we’re going home.”

      “That’s my girl.” I grinned.

      Allie always wanted to be an adult. Convincing her to be a kid for just a little while longer was an ongoing struggle, and debates like this one happened often in our house.

      She was really good at formulating arguments for her age. I guessed she’d picked that up from me.

      The kid wanted to be a lawyer too. She definitely had the communication and logical reasoning skills for it. I just didn’t really want her future career choice to be set in stone from such a young age. I didn’t actively discourage it because that was a surefire way to make her dig her tiny little heels in, but so far, I’d managed to not exactly encourage it either.

      Little jokes like the one I’d made earlier about her coming to work with me were my attempt at showing interest and not dissuading her, but I also always denied her requests when she seriously asked to visit my office. I figured if she still wanted to go by the time she was twelve, then I’d take her a time or two to see if she was still interested.

      My office was no place for a seven-year-old. Especially not for my seven-year-old. I didn’t want her following in my footsteps, even if she was the spitting image of me. It wasn’t because I didn’t think she could do it—she’d be great. She was already better at cross-examination than most of the interns at the firm. It was more about wanting her to do something that would really make her happy. Preferably with less stress, fewer hours, and a better work-life balance.

      “We’re going to be late, Dad.” Her voice cut into my thoughts.

      I glanced at the clock on the dash and realized she was right. Our efforts to make up for me losing track of time this morning were being severely hampered by the slow-moving car we’d gotten caught behind. I rolled my eyes at the custom license plate that said “WRITER” before checking the traffic in the oncoming lane.

      If we stayed behind this ninety-something-year-old writer, Allie would only get to school tomorrow. As soon as I saw a gap, I darted around the vehicle and accidentally cut them off in the process. Ah well. If the writer doesn’t want people cutting them off, he or she needs to stop driving like a geriatric sloth.

      The driver laid on the horn, but I just sped up and ignored the glare my daughter shot me.

      “That was mean, Daddy. We should’ve waited.”

      “I did wait until there was enough space for me to get past. You said we were going to be late and I know how you feel about that. Now we’ll get there on time.”

      “I thought being rude was wrong.” My brown-eyed girl narrowed her eyes at me in the rearview mirror. “You’re always talking about what’s right and wrong, justice, and morality. What you just did goes against all of that.”

      My daughter, the compass of morality. I couldn’t argue with her on this one, though. She wasn’t wrong, but I had been. I didn’t feel bad about it but I couldn’t make a stand to defend myself either. It was simply one of those things.

      “Do what Daddy says, honey,” I told her, “not what he does.”

      Allie sighed and crossed her arms, shaking her head again as she turned back to the window. “You’re a bad influence.”
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Laurie

        

      

    

    
      What an asshole! I bit my tongue to stop myself from cursing the driver in the Mercedes out loud. I didn’t like swearing in front of Katie.

      Besides, she was still talking about how excited she was for the costume contest. I didn’t even think she realized how close we’d just come to being in an accident.

      My heart pounded and I gripped the smooth surface of my steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white. Doesn’t he care at all about other people on the road?

      “I’m going to win,” Katie said from her chair on the backseat, her voice confident and her spine straight. We’d braided her hair into two shiny pigtails that hung past her shoulders, and added a plaid ribbon that matched her shirt to the straw hat. “I have a good feeling about my costume this year.”

      “So do I,” I said, taking a deep breath to calm my racing heart. “The point is to have fun with it, though. As long as everyone has fun, it doesn’t matter who wins.”

      “I guess you’re right.” She sighed before flashing me another wide smile. “But whoever wins will have so much more fun than the others.”

      Laughing as we got to the school, I pulled into the drop-off lineup. We crept up the line behind a blue minivan until it eventually skipped ahead. A familiar black Mercedes was suddenly in front of us. It was the very same one that had cut us off just a couple of miles back.

      Well, what do you know?

      A little girl in a suit climbed out, ducked her head back into the car, and then waved once she’d retrieved her backpack.

      I nodded at her. “Do you know that kid?”

      Katie craned her neck around my seat to get a look at who I was talking about. “That’s Allie. She’s in Mrs. Thompson’s class.”

      “Right.” Mrs. Thompson taught the same grade Katie was in, which meant the asshole’s kid was in Katie’s year.

      “Bye, Laurie.” She scooted forward in her seat after undoing her seatbelt to plant a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Good luck with the contest,” I called as she climbed out of the backseat. She did a half-turn to give me a thumbs-up, her blue eyes shining in excitement.

      “If I win, can we go for ice cream after school?”

      I shrugged, a soft smile forming on my lips. “Let’s go anyway. Win or lose. We don’t need a special occasion to have ice cream.”

      She rushed to the front doors after giving me another nod and an enthusiastic wave, meeting up with some of her friends before going inside. Once she was safely in the school, I started to pull away only to realize the darn Mercedes was blocking me.

      Straining forward, I managed to peer into the driver-side mirror to see a man talking on his phone. He clearly didn’t care a lick about who he was inconveniencing while casually chatting and making the rest of us wait.

      I gave my horn a little tap, muttering a string of foul words at him under my breath. A hand with long fingers and an expensive watch on his wrist came out of the window to wave me past. Obviously, he was oblivious to the fact that I couldn’t get past.

      He was so wrapped up in his world that he must not even have noticed the row of cones blocking the way. I let out a heavy breath and mumbled more bad words while putting my car in park and unbuckling my seatbelt.

      I made sure my brake was engaged, leaving the car idling as I climbed out and stomped up to his window. It was still open, and it sounded like he was arguing with someone. Go figure.

      Folding my arms over my chest, I dipped my head and glared at him until he noticed me.

      He arched a brow before barking into the phone. “Hold on. I’ll call you back in a minute.”

      He hung up without waiting for a reply. Typical.

      When he turned his full attention on me for the first time, my breath caught in my lungs. It had been a very long time since I’d really noticed a guy, but I couldn’t not notice this one. Truth be told, he was exactly the type I used to be interested in when I still bothered with things like dating.

      He looked out at the world through russet-brown eyes surrounded by long, pitch-black lashes. His hair was a warm color somewhere between chestnut and copper. Although his body was partially hidden by the car and clad in a fancy suit, it was all too clear that he had a lean physique with broad shoulders. He looked like he was tall too.

      Designer stubble covered his square, chiseled jaw. It was distinct from a five o’clock shadow because it was longer and must have been neatly trimmed to look that way.

      “Yes?” he asked with a small smirk touching his lips, as if he knew the direction in which my thoughts had just drifted.

      I scowled at the arrogant asshole who also happened to be a danger to society when behind the wheel. “You’re blocking everyone’s way out. If you want to talk on your phone, the least you can do is pull into one of the parking spots. Not everyone can sit around and wait for what’s convenient for you.”

      He flicked his gaze to his rearview mirror, probably realizing for the first time that there were actually other people waiting behind him, before bringing it back to mine. When he looked at me, I felt like I was being assessed, having my measure taken, and coming up short.

      “I apologize. It wasn’t my intention to inconvenience anyone, but you don’t have to be so rude about it. I just didn’t realize.”

      Of course, even his damn voice was attractive. It had that smooth, melodic quality to it that made me want to pull up a chair and listen to him read out even a grocery list.

      I swallowed hard, forcing my head to take over from my stupid body while crossing my arms tighter around myself. “Oh, I’m the rude one? That’s really rich coming from you.”

      Both of his elegantly curved brows swept up, but I got the feeling it was in amusement rather than shock or actual interest in what I was saying. “Really? How so? I haven’t done a thing other than take a phone call and not pulling off fast enough for you.”

      As hot as he was, I despised pompous men like him. He was so full of himself that he was completely clueless about everyone else around him.

      “Don’t pretend like you’re the innocent victim here.” My arm shot up at my side, and I pointed at where we’d come from. “You also cut me off back there. What were you thinking? Both of us had children in our cars.”

      The douche actually smiled, which only infuriated me more because it was a really nice smile, but also because it simply served to confirm the kind of person he was. He thought this was funny.

      Yep. Total asshole.

      “I wouldn’t have had to cut you off if you didn’t drive like a ninety-six-year-old out on a Sunday afternoon. I didn’t know you had a child in your car, but there was nothing dangerous about what I did. There was more than enough space for me to pass.”

      My head nearly exploded, and my blood boiled to steam. At least a dozen retorts sat on the tip of my tongue.

      Before I had a chance to utter a single one, he pulled away and waved out his window at me, leaving me standing in front of my car with everyone else in line honking at me now. Narrowing my eyes, I seriously considered flipping him off.

      But then I remembered where I was. Inevitably, I would be the one reported for improper behavior, and other parents would blame me.

      Katie loved this school, and they had been extremely supportive of us through everything. I would hate to embarrass her and get in trouble with the administration at the same time.

      It was a real pity, but he was gone, and I was now the one holding everyone up. With no other choices, I simply yelled a few more curses at him in my head and went back to my car.

      Smiling apologetically at the driver behind me before climbing in, I held my hand up in a gesture to say sorry. I had half a mind to chase the asshole down to give him a real piece of my mind without any prying eyes, but that would make me look completely unhinged.

      If I didn’t have places to be, I might have considered doing it. I didn’t give a hoot what he thought about my mental state anyway. Unfortunately, I couldn’t spend the rest of the day exacting some kind of revenge on the pompous prick.

      Even that would have been more fun than what I had to go do, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have to go do it. If I ever wanted to get my mojo back and stand a chance of getting back to work for real, I needed to get things sorted out.

      A rock that had nothing to do with the morning’s events formed in the pit of my stomach. My day had started out terribly, but it would only get worse from here. Every time I went to go see the illustrious Mr. Eric Starkey, my lawyer, I hated him just a little bit more.

      Eventually though, the royalties I earned from the books I had published before wouldn’t be enough to sustain us. I needed to get my muse back, and I needed him to help me get justice before I could do that.

      As I pulled away from the school, I wondered if there were still any lawyers in the whole damn world who actually wanted justice for their clients. In my experience, the only thing the bottom-feeding leeches wanted was to be paid their fees, even if they hadn’t done anything to earn that money.

      Maybe it was just me, but the only lawyer I’d encountered recently was a lazy, complacent, greedy man who didn’t come cheap. And I had the pleasure of spending the next few hours in his company.

      Lucky me!

      Flashing back on the expensive suit and watch the hot, yet dangerous, dad had been wearing, it made sense that he could be a lawyer too. Now that would explain a lot.
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      I watched the angry woman disappear in my rearview mirror with a smirk. Some people really aren’t morning people.

      Shaking my head as she vanished from sight, I wondered what had crawled up her ass and died. She was way too pretty to be so wound up so early in the morning.

      Really pretty. Beautiful actually.

      After Shannon, Allie’s mom, and I had split up, I’d found myself attracted to different kinds of women than would’ve caught my eye before. Shannon personified the very definition of blonde bombshell. Tall, tanned, with sparkling brown eyes, masses of makeup, and with the cheekbones and body of a supermodel.

      My tastes hadn’t changed that radically. I still liked blondes, for instance. I just preferred women who looked a little more real. Like the angry lady.

      With her curvy body, vibrantly green eyes, and her light hair in a messy bun on top of her head, she was the exact type I dreamed about getting underneath me now. Even with her reddened cheeks and comfortable clothing, there was no denying that she’d gotten my blood flowing.

      Feisty personality too, which is definitely hot.

      Even so, I hadn’t dated much since the divorce. Allie was my top priority, and I usually only went out with women while she visited her mother in New York. Considering that was only for a month or two a year in the summer, it didn’t leave much of a chance to start and build a relationship.

      Between my daughter and my job, there just hadn’t been much time for dating, and I wasn’t particularly interested either. I hadn’t written off the possibility of getting involved with someone again in the future. It simply wasn’t on my radar at the moment.

      Ignoring the gutter my mind was begging to climb into with thoughts of the angry mom, I focused on the work I needed to get done today instead. By the time I pulled into the parking lot at the office, my brain was back on track and no longer on a mission to torture itself and my body.

      The firm was situated in a building in downtown Savannah. Watkins Incorporated was small but prestigious. We had a great reputation and a solid enough lineup of clients that we could afford to take on as many pro bono cases as we could make time for, and that was one of the big reasons why I stayed there despite having been headhunted by firms all over the country.

      John Watkins, the senior partner, only liked us taking cases we knew we could win, but he also trusted our judgment on what those cases were.

      Our offices were located in a modernized colonial building right on a historical square. We had arches and wide windows, richly carpeted floors, and bronze handrails, but we also had state-of-the-art furniture and facilities. It truly was the best of both worlds, and walking in always made me smile.

      “Good morning, Mr. Parker.” Dannie, my paralegal, fell in step beside me as I stepped out of the elevator. I never knew how she knew exactly when I’d arrive, but I had my suspicions that she watched the security monitors leading into the basement parking area.

      It might have creeped me out knowing she was always waiting, but there was nothing creepy about Dannie. She had strawberry-blonde hair, blue eyes, fair skin, and was as thin as a rail. A very Southern, girl-next-door type really.

      She took her job seriously, and having her waiting meant we could always hit the ground running. I also wasn’t blind to the fact that she had developed a little crush on me, and even John had told me he thought she waited in the hopes of making me notice her.

      I liked Dannie. I really did. I just didn’t like her in that way, and I wasn’t attracted to her physically at all.

      “Good morning, Dannie. What’ve you got for me?” We strode down the hall toward my office while she gave me a brief update until we found the senior partner waiting for us at her desk as if my earlier thoughts about him had summoned him there. “What’s up, John?”

      John Watkins was the third generation of Watkins lawyers to run the firm. I was also one hundred percent sure that he was the best boss anyone could ask for. He grinned and rapped his knuckles on Dannie’s desk.

      “I just wanted to tell you we got the signed settlement agreement from Tricky Nicky. Well done, Jacob. You did it again.”

      Score! I dragged my hand through my hair and internally let out a relieved breath. This had been an important one for me. “Great news. I had a conversation with him a little earlier. They were terrified of going to court with this.”

      He inclined his head. “As they should’ve been.”

      Dannie must have assumed the conversation was over when John pushed away from her desk because she suddenly had a ton of questions for me. As always.

      “What are your plans for the weekend now that you won’t have to prep for that trial, Jacob? Is Allie excited for Halloween and trick or treating tomorrow? I bet she looked so cute in her lawyer costume. Did you take any pictures of her this morning?”

      “Sure. Let me just pull them up.”

      John shot me a warning look over the top of her head when I pulled my phone out of my pocket and she leaned in to look at it. I rolled my eyes and gave him an almost imperceptible shake of my head, but the old man didn’t miss a thing.

      He didn’t have to worry about me with her, but every once in a while, he felt like he needed to remind me. In all fairness to him, she was leaning so close to me now that I felt her breasts against my arm.

      “I only have a few,” I said to Dannie, taking a step back to put some space between us. I wasn’t tempted by her boobs on me, but I knew moving away would give John some peace of mind. “There she is. My little wannabe lawyer who will hopefully come to her senses soon enough and choose a different career path.”

      John let out a hearty, booming laugh and nodded his agreement as he peered over my shoulder. “One can only hope. My own efforts to deter my kids from choosing this path were successful. Thank God.”

      Unlike so many of his peers, John hadn’t forced his children into studying law so one of them could take over the firm and family legacy. He was perfectly happy to be the last Watkins lawyer here—as long as any future partners agreed to keeping the name as it was.

      It was something I knew because we’d talked about it, and I knew he planned on leaving me in charge when he eventually retired. While I felt the familiar stirrings of excitement in my chest at the prospect of “inheriting” the firm one day, Dannie gushed about how cute Allie was.

      “Oh my word. Just look at that little face.” She smiled. “She’s gorgeous, Jacob. Getting more beautiful by the day. I hope you have your shotgun on standby because it won’t be long now.”

      I laughed and avoided touching her fingers when she handed the phone back. “I’m ready, all right. As ready as I can be anyway.”

      John slapped my shoulder and made a sympathetic noise at the back of his throat. “That’s what I thought too. Now all three of my girls are married and I still want to use that shotgun sometimes. I better get back to work, and I’m sure you two do as well.”

      “That, we do.”

      He gave us a slight wave as he headed down the hall, leaving me alone with Dannie. Her light blue eyes were fixed on me, and there was a wistful expression on her face for a moment, but she cleared her throat and blinked it away.

      “Right, boss,” she said as she followed me into my office. “Our court date for the Wolney case has been confirmed.”

      “I’m ready for that one. Hopefully, we’ll be closing it before the end of next week.” The Wolneys were my favorite clients at the moment. I knew I shouldn’t have favorites, but fuck it.

      They were an amazing couple who had been scammed out of fifteen thousand dollars by an investment firm not local to Savannah. “I’m confident we have the win in the bag. I might just need you to do some last-minute research for me. I’ve come up with a few more points I want to look into.”

      Dannie nodded before going to her desk to get her old-school spiral notebook and sitting down across from he. She jotted down what I needed her to look up for me, then left to go to our library.

      When she was gone, I took off my jacket and rolled up my sleeves. I wasn’t losing this for the Wolneys, and luckily, I now had all weekend to prepare just for their case instead of having to split my focus between them and Nick’s case. I didn’t want to leave anything up to chance, and now I’d have more than enough time not to.

      As I was working my way through their file for the umpteenth time, my phone buzzed underneath a stack of papers. My ex’s face came up on my screen after I dug it out, and I sighed but still answered.

      She wouldn’t stop calling until I did.

      “Good morning, Shannon. How are you?”

      “Always so formal these days, Jacob,” she teased, and I curled my fingers into fists on my desk. “I won’t take up very much of your precious time. I just wanted to ask you to send me pictures of Allie’s costume for the Halloween contest.”

      “I’ll send them tonight. I’m just in the middle of something right now.”

      “You’re always in the middle of something, and you always have a lot on your plate, so it’s not like you can use that as an excuse. It will take you two seconds to send some pictures. Please? I’m dying to see what our baby looks like.”

      “Shannon.”

      “You could’ve sent them by now. Please, Jacob? I just want to see what she dressed up as.”

      “A lawyer,” I said. “Hang on a second. I’ll send something.”

      Annoyed as I yanked my phone away from my ear, I attached a few snapshots I’d taken to a message and sent it off. Shannon didn’t sound impressed when I came back on the line.

      “A lawyer, Jacob? Really? Before she left here, she told me she wanted to be a fairy.” She sighed.

      “A lot can change in two months, Shannon. Allie’s a kid. She changes her mind all the time.” She would’ve known this if she’d stuck around to raise our daughter, but she’d taken off just before Allie’s third birthday.

      After that, she’d spent a little over a year without speaking to us. Eventually, she’d reached out, but by then, she was rebuilding her life in New York City and had no intentions of moving back to Georgia.

      As such, she couldn’t see Allie much more often than she did. That month or two in the summer and for special holidays was it. It didn’t cause any friction between us since I adored Allie and would’ve fought Shannon tooth and nail for custody anyway, but it did test my patience when she made comments like the one she just had.

      “Could you maybe ask her if she wants to go as a fairy when you go trick or treating tomorrow?” she asked after a long pause. “I bought her a beautiful pair of wings when she was here. I’d love to see her in them.”

      “She’s not sure if she wants to go trick or treating. I convinced her to go this morning, but we’ll have to see if she actually does it. I’ll ask about the fairy thing if we do go, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said. Our split hadn’t been amicable, and our relationship had been turbulent for years before it, but we managed to mostly stay civil with each other now. “Are you still doing Thanksgiving dinner this year?”

      “Of course, I am.” I dragged my highlighter across a sentence in the Wolney file that had triggered another idea for a line of defense. “Is there anything else? I really need to get back to work.”

      “Sure, I know. One last thing. Am I still invited to the Thanksgiving dinner?”

      I wished I could say no. I wished I didn’t have to invite her in the first place. Just because we managed to keep things civil didn’t mean seeing each other was pleasant. The atmosphere between us was always tense, and there was nothing either one of us could do about it.

      Ultimately though, Allie loved having both her parents with her on special occasions. No matter my feelings toward Shannon—or hers toward me—Allie was the only person who really mattered, so we both made an effort.

      “Of course, you’re still invited. You’re Allie’s mom. You’ll always be invited.”

      “Thank you, darling. I’m always so nervous that you’re going to back out of our plans. You’re the absolute best.”

      I rolled my eyes. If I was the absolute best, she probably wouldn’t have run off with her yoga instructor. But sure. I’m the best.

      “I’m bringing a plus-one this year,” she added after a beat. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. That’s great.” I sighed and screwed my eyes shut. “We’ll see you in a few weeks. Goodbye, Shannon.”

      It hadn’t worked out with the yoga instructor. In the three years since she’d reappeared in our lives, she hadn’t seen anyone else.

      If she was bringing this guy with her to Thanksgiving, I hoped she was serious about him. Allie had put up with enough from her over the years. My patience with and tolerance for her bullshit was close to depleted.

      But somehow, I didn’t think she’d push her luck. I’d meet this guy, be nice, and hell, maybe I could even finally put the past to bed for good.
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      All I wanted to do as I drove to Eric’s office downtown was to go home and keep unpacking. It was an emotionally draining task, but it was also one I had to get done. I wanted to create a real home for Katie, and moping wasn’t going to turn that house into a home.

      After everything that had happened this morning, it dawned on me as I drove that I didn’t want to live in limbo anymore. The move. The court case. I needed to be done with it all.

      The delay in unpacking was on me. The delay in the finalization of the court case, however, was squarely on my lawyer’s shoulders. I needed to get my life back on track, and being able to get back to work would make a world of difference.

      Determination rolled through me as I parked on the street outside his offices. They were situated in a super-modern building that was devoid of all character, but a friend in the writing industry had referred me to Eric.

      Every time I walked in here, I wondered how much of a friend that friend really was. She’d highly recommended using Eric for this case, but I was starting to get the feeling that he either didn’t know what he was doing or he was just trying to suck every penny he could get out of me before kicking the case to the curb.

      As I crossed the polished marble lobby, I mentally crossed my fingers and toes that he’d actually have something for me today. He was supposed to be helping me go after the jerks who took the plot of one of my books and made it into a movie.

      It should’ve been great to be getting a highly anticipated movie made out of one of my books. If only I’d known about it, but I hadn’t.

      I’d seen the first teaser trailer right along with the rest of the world almost a year ago. The storyline had seemed far too familiar, so I’d looked the movie up. It still hadn’t been released yet, but there was no doubt that it was based on my book.

      The day I saw the trailer was the last day I’d been able to string together more than two words at a time. As it was, I’d only just been able to really get back into writing when it happened. It devastated me that someone would just steal my work like this, and my muse, who had only returned from an extended break a few months earlier, took right off again.

      “I’m so sorry, Laurie,” Eric’s receptionist said when I reached her desk. “He’s running late. Just have a seat, and I’m sure he’ll be here just as soon as he can.”

      “Really? Again?” It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that he wasn’t ready or even here to see me at the arranged time. He was always late.

      The receptionist gave me a tight, insincere smile, and flicked a finger at their waiting area. “He’s a very busy man. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I understand, all right,” I muttered under my breath as I strode over to the very same waiting room that I’d spent hours in thus far. “He’s too busy for his actual work.”

      It wasn’t like he wasn’t getting paid either. I slammed my back against the padded chair and pulled out my phone. Maybe I could actually get something written while I waited this time.

      Half an hour later, nothing had come to me. At least my screen lit up when the phone started ringing in my hand. “MOM” appeared in bold letters, and I smiled. She always seemed to know when I needed to hear her voice.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” she said when I answered. “How’s my girl doing?”

      “I’m okay. I’m at Eric Starkey’s office now. He’s late again. Surprise, surprise.” I saw the receptionist rolling her eyes at me, but I ignored her. “How are you?”

      “Someone should buy that man a watch and attach a shock collar to it,” she said. “Just one of those ones that give you a little jolt that’ll remind him when he’s got an appointment.”

      I laughed. “How I turned out not to be prone to random bouts of spontaneous violence, I’ll never know.”

      Mom would never hurt a hair on anyone’s head, nor did she condone violence, but I’d definitely gotten my creative-thinking streak from her. She chuckled at my joke. “You’re a writer, honey. You get to take it out on the villains in your stories. The rest of us only have the lawyers of the world to fantasize about giving little jolts to.”

      “Well, if anyone deserves it, it’s him.”

      “Exactly. Some people put those things on dogs, you know? I’m not saying it’s right. All I’m saying is if the collar fits…”

      I burst out laughing again. “I agree. I hate comparing him to a dog, though. It’s not fair on our canine friends.”

      “True.” She giggled before clearing her throat. “I wanted to know if you and Katie are still up for trick or treating as a family tomorrow night?”

      “Definitely. Katie hasn’t stopped talking about it all week. Can we meet at our place at around six?”

      “We’ll be there,” she promised. “It’s a good idea to do it in your neighborhood rather than ours this year. It’ll be a great way for her to meet some kids who live around there.”

      “Yeah, I—” Eric marched into the reception area and met my eyes before jerking his head at his office. “I have to go, Mom. He just showed up.”

      “Good luck,” she said in a sing-song voice before ending the call.

      I shoved my phone into my purse before following him in.

      The inside of his office looked like a tribute to steel and glass. It had a cold feeling to it, and not because he always had the air-conditioning on full blast. His cool green eyes descended on mine, and he patted his slicked-back, graying hair.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said before turning his attention to powering up his laptop. He always seemed to have something to be distracted by when we met. “I’m assuming you have something new for me since you asked for an appointment?”

      “No. I wanted an update, and since you don’t ever give me feedback unless I come in, I thought it was best to set up a meeting.” I really didn’t want to waste any more time. Whenever I asked about progress on the phone or via email, his receptionist told me he didn’t operate that way and if I wanted to speak to him, I had to make an appointment.

      It always took a week or so before they had any free spaces available on his calendar. Instead of my monthly email, I’d decided to eliminate the middle step this time.

      “What’s going on, Mr. Starkey? Do you think we’re close to going public with this and taking the movie company to court?”

      “No,” he said firmly, his hair not budging at all even though he was shaking his head. “I need more time to prepare all the documentation before we’ll be ready to take the next step.”

      “How much more time?” I asked. “We’ve already been at this for months, and honestly, it doesn’t seem like there’s much happening.”

      “Three more weeks.” He shrugged while keying his password into his computer. “Give or take. It could take longer.”

      I gritted my teeth. “What for? I’ve given you everything you’ve asked for as proof. I did all the research about the company producing the movie and sent you that. At this rate, the movie will be released and will have become a long-forgotten memory before we make a move.”

      Eric didn’t even look at me. “These things take time. I’ve been in negotiations with the company and I’m waiting for a reply from them.”

      “What negotiations?”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing you need to worry about. I’m taking care of it. I don’t go public or to court with my gun half-cocked, Laurie.”

      I rolled my eyes, but his were still firmly fixed on his screen. “I’m entitled to know what negotiations my lawyer has entered into on my behalf, am I not? I’m not trying to waste your time here, Eric. I just want to understand what’s going on.”

      “It’s all preliminaries, darling.” He made eye contact for long enough to give me a patronizing smile. “You’ll understand better in time. As the process continues, it becomes much easier to follow.”

      Condescending ass. “I’m quite confident I could follow right now if you’d just tell me what you’re doing.” My tone was clipped. “Unless you haven’t actually done anything and there’s nothing for me to understand.”

      He laughed loudly, but he didn’t deny my accusation. “All in good time, Laurie. Everything will happen in time. You’ll see. It’s how the system works.”

      After ten more minutes of trying—and failing—to get answers out of the man, I left feeling more than a little frustrated. If I’d known how time consuming this was going to be and how little attention my lawyer was going to give my case despite the ridiculous price I was paying him, I would’ve just let them steal my idea.

      Okay, maybe that was taking it a bit far. I didn’t think I’d ever just have been able to let it go, but I would’ve at least gotten a different lawyer to take a second look before I paid Eric’s retainer in full. I couldn’t afford to go marching around town paying other attorneys to advise me now.

      I had to think about Katie’s future. Every cent I spent was a cent I could’ve spent on her. Legal fees were high, and wasting more money on someone else who might not do anything either wasn’t an option.

      When I got back to my car, I sagged against my seat and covered my face with my hands. My eyes were dry, but my heart hurt. It felt like the hits just kept coming these last two years. Whenever I adjusted to one life-altering event, the next one happened.

      Why I had hoped that my luck was going to turn around today when I’d known my day was only going to get worse when I saw Eric, I didn’t know. Maybe I really was an eternal optimist, but I was starting to feel desperate for a sign—any sign—that things would eventually settle down again.

      I drew my palms away from my face, pressing them together as I let my head drop back.

      If there’s any God, demigod, or deity out there listening, please let me know when my luck is going to turn around? I want to keep believing, but I just need a little bit of help down here. Please? Anyone?
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      Many of the trees in Savannah were evergreen. There was a beautiful blanket of red and gold by this time of year in the national parks and on the mountains, but downtown, the leaves looked the same as they always did.

      It was yet another reason why I wanted to go out to the suburbs for trick or treating. There were more opportunities there to see the classic fall colors, even if they weren’t all over like in other cities.

      Shannon had already called me three times to remind me to send her pictures before we went. Allie and I stood on the street outside our apartment building to take the photos, but if I hadn’t known we were taking pictures for Halloween, she could’ve just been a little girl in a suit for some reason.

      Since we lived downtown, not too much fall foliage covered the ground. There also wasn’t much in the way of decorations on the street. On the other hand, at least the streetlights were coming on and the scenery was still picturesque enough to get a few nice shots.

      “Are you absolutely sure you didn’t want to put on the fairy wings?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Everyone loved my costume at school, and I love it too. I can be a fairy next year. Maybe.”

      “Okay, baby. Go sit on those steps for me, please.” I pointed at a flight of six stairs leading into our building. “Remember to smile. Otherwise, Mom will think we’re not having fun.”

      She pouted and lowered herself down, plopping her face between her hands. “We took pictures of my costume yesterday. Why do we have to do it again?”

      “Because your mom asked for more.” I lifted my phone and aimed it at her. It was a pretty good shot actually, even though she was still pouting.

      Light poured out of the building and illuminated her from behind. Dark clouds floated in the dusky sky above, but there was enough sun left to make out her facial features despite the light behind her.

      She sighed and placed her palms on the step above her, leaning back slightly and cocking her head. I knew she wasn’t trying to pose, but she was doing a damn good job of it anyway. “How many pictures does she want?”

      “Just a few.” I snapped dozens more. Some of her walking away from me down the street and some silly ones of both of us.

      When I was done, I sent the ones of Allie to Shannon and slid my phone into my pocket. “Okay, we’re done here. Let’s get going before all the good candy is gone.”

      She nodded. “Did I tell you all of my friends are going trick or treating?”

      “You might have mentioned it.” I bumped her shoulder gently while we walked to my car. “I’m glad you’re excited about it now.”

      “I am, but I still don’t understand why we can’t just trick or treat around here.” She frowned when I opened the door for her. “No one else drives to go trick or treating.”

      “That’s because a lot of the kids in your school live in the suburbs. We don’t, but I refuse to do what city families do.” I made sure she was buckled in before climbing in behind the wheel.

      “Why do you refuse to do what city families do if we are a city family?” Her big brown eyes caught mine in the mirror.

      “Do you really want to go trick or treating in the mall or apartment hallways? No way. You want the authentic experience.”

      She peered out her window, frowning again. “It looks like it’s going to rain.”

      “That’s all part of it,” I said cheerfully. “Don’t worry. I’ve got us covered. There are umbrellas and raincoats in the back.”

      “Oh.” She perked up while settling in for the drive. “Which neighborhood are we going to? You said it was close to school. Do you think we’ll see any of my friends?”

      “I’m willing to guarantee we’ll run into at least one of the kids in your school. I grew up around there, and all the kids go out right around now.”

      We’d gone to the same neighborhood last year as well, but she hadn’t been so concerned about it then. How much things have changed in a year.

      Allie chattered excitedly all the way there. It seemed speaking to all her friends about going trick or treating had completely eliminated all her doubts, and she was a bundle of bouncing energy by the time I parked.

      It took me longer than it should’ve, but the sidewalks were packed with kids and parents making their way from house to house with baskets and pillowcases overflowing with candy. Taking a bit of time to get the car in a spot was worth it to avoid hitting someone.

      Lest the angry lady shows up again to start screaming at me about how much of a danger I am to society.

      Allie helped to banish all thoughts about the woman when she stared with wide eyes at the houses on the street once we climbed out of the car. “Wow. I don’t remember it looking like this last year.”

      “We parked somewhere else last year. I don’t think we made it to this street before we went home, but I caught an inside tip about how this was the place to be this year.”

      The inside tip hadn’t been an inside tip as much as it’d been Dannie’s research. I’d asked her to do some research for me, and as always, she’d come through. Just in case Allie hadn’t caught the Halloween bug at school, I’d wanted to make sure that the place I brought her was as awesome as I could get it.

      The residents on this street had definitely guaranteed that she’d be more excited in the run-up for next year. I took her hand and guided her through the throngs of people. “Apparently, they’re having a competition here tonight. It’s a community drive thing.”

      She pointed at a row of immaculately carved pumpkins on the lawn closest to us. “Those people should win.”

      I looked up and down the street, taking in the yellows, reds, and browns between the bursts of green on the trees and the sidewalks beneath them. It wasn’t just the natural fall colors or the costumed crowd that got me all nostalgic, though.

      Every house was made up with lights strung in the trees, fake cobwebs, pumpkins, and a whole variety of other spooky details. “Let’s reserve our judgment about who should win until we’ve seen more.”

      She rocked her head from one side to the other. “Fair enough.”

      “Should we start here?” I jutted my chin in the direction of the house with the carved pumpkins on the lawn. “It’s as good a place as any.”

      “Will you come with me?” Just as she looked at me, a group of giggling children spilled onto the lawn and headed up the stairs.

      “I’ll be right here. Go join them. You can do it, honey. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I won’t take my eyes off you.”

      I gave her hand an encouraging squeeze, watching as she took in a deep breath before releasing me and going after them. She carried a toy briefcase I’d gotten her for the occasion. It wouldn’t carry too much candy, but that was why I had a folded pillowcase in my back pocket.

      The couple who opened the door were dressed up as a witch and a ghost—not too original, but since I was in jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, I couldn’t really talk. They even did a little skit before showering the kids in candy, making them squeal and laugh before Allie ran back to me.

      She was breathless with excitement and her eyes shone as she proudly stuck the briefcase in my face. “Look how much I got! Not bad, huh?”

      “Not bad at all.” I ruffled her hair, decided it was best to empty the briefcase in the pillowcase before we really got going, and took her hand again once I’d secured her loot. “See? This is fun, right?”

      “So much fun.” She let out a carefree laugh and ran to the next house. There were no other kids on the doorstep of this one, so she looked up at me again after she stopped. “I don’t want to go alone.”

      “You’ll never be alone, honey. I’ve got your back.” We marched up to the door, and I hung back while Allie knocked on the door. The residents weren’t dressed up this time, but they were kind and gave Allie a few bars of chocolate.

      We hit up the next few houses together. Then Allie spotted some kids from school and went to the next few with them. I knew their parents from seeing them around, and we struck up light conversations while following our kids around.

      Everything was going well until Allie got cold feet at the end of a long, spooky driveway. These people had gone all out, killing all their main lights and leaving a trail of plastic candles in brown paper bags leading to their front door.

      There were eerie noises playing over hidden speakers, and I heard a few kids scream and saw them jump before falling over laughing. My stomach flipped over on itself.

      I fucking hate jump scares.

      The kids we’d been walking with hadn’t hesitated, so they were already back and calling to Allie that they would see her later while I was still trying to talk her up. Her feet were rooted to the concrete as she stared at me.

      “I think we should skip this one.”

      “Why? It’s a definite contender for the win. I don’t want you to have to live with what-ifs until we can come back next Halloween.”

      Her eyes shone in the near darkness, indecision etched into her features. “But it’s really scary.”

      “It might be scary, but you’re brave and courageous. You can do anything you set your mind to, baby. Anything. This is literally a walk down a driveway. It might not be a walk in the park, but I bet they’ve got good candy if they went through this much effort with their house.”

      She sucked her lips into her mouth and glanced over her shoulder at the looming driveway. “Fine, I’ll go but only if you come with me.”

      Oh, joy. Well, that backfired on me. She might be brave and courageous, but I never said I was. Allie soon forgot all about her nervousness while inspecting all the little details in the decorations that one could make out in the faint light.

      It really was something, with spiders and dolls with crazy hair perched in the trees. My own anxiety, however, skyrocketed after the first jump scare. Then came the sounds of children singing lullabies softly and laughing over other hidden speakers, and the hairs at the back of my neck rose.

      Come on, Jacob. Allie was even singing along. Meanwhile, I was sticking close to the walls and practicing breathing exercises like I was about to go into labor. I might just scream like I’m in the last stages of labor if something else pops up.

      And then, of course, it did.

      It was another jump scare. This time, it came in the form of a person running at us and screaming before disappearing into the trees. A strangled shout died in my throat, but not before Allie looked around to see where the sound had come from.

      “Was that you?” she asked, her shoulders shaking with laughter while she tried to hide it behind her hand. “That was you!”

      “It was not.” I puffed out my chest and planted my hands on my hips. “I’m a tough guy. Stuff like this doesn’t scare me.”

      She made a noise in the back of her throat before dragging me the rest of the way up the driveway. It seemed I wasn’t braver than a second-grader.

      I stood back while the owners, dressed in full costume as a zombie and a superhero from a popular film, filled Allie’s briefcase with candy. After that, I practically ran back down to the street as fast as my daughter would allow me to move while trying to examine her haul in the dim lighting.

      Only once we hit the sidewalk did I feel like I could breathe again. Allie giggled as she looked up at me and patted my hand. “That’s okay, Daddy. I’ll be fine to do the next ones by myself.”

      I scoffed. “I’m sure you will be, but I’m not scared. Who’s scared?”

      She laughed and ran down the street to the next house. I pulled my phone out again and took some candid shots of her running, knocking, and laughing. Texting them to Shannon so I could finally be done with my chores for the evening, I rolled my eyes and was about to put it back in my pocket when her reply came in.

      Shannon: It looks like she’s having a blast. She’s lucky to have a father like you who wants to do all these things with her.

      That was where she made her mistake. Allie wasn’t the lucky one. I was. I loved my daughter with everything I had in me, and being able to make these memories with her meant everything to me.

      I tapped out a response, then put my phone away for the rest of the evening to give all my attention to my little girl.
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      “Laurie!” Katie yelled excitedly as she ran up to me after hitting up the last house. She stopped just before slamming into me, then pointed at a red-haired boy and girl behind her who looked like twins. “Rob and Rowina live a few doors down from us. We’re going to stick together tonight. Is that okay?”

      “Sure. Just stay where I can see you, okay?” I smiled while saying hi to the kids. They gave me shy smiles, waved, and grabbed Katie’s hand to drag her after them.

      “She’s been brought into the twin-fold,” a sweet voice said behind me. I spun around to see a woman around my age, also red-haired, grinning after the trio. “Hi, I’m Ruth. It looks like you’re stuck with me for a while.”

      I laughed and held out my hand. “Laurie. We’re new around here, so I’m just happy she’s making friends.”

      Ruth squeezed my fingers before motioning to the kids, the corners of her eyes still crinkled. She looked like the type who laughed a lot. “She’ll have friends in Rob and Rowe for life if she can stand them. Being friends with twins, however, is not an easy task. Come on. Let’s go before we lose them.”

      “How old are they?” I asked. “They’re gorgeous, and it looks like Katie’s already having a lot of fun with them. They might have a friend for life in her too.”

      “They’re eight, and Katie?”

      “Seven.” We fell into step side by side, talking while we followed them from house to house. “Should we wait for your husband?”

      I’d noticed her wedding ring when she’d shook my hand, but I’d only just realized it was just the two of us walking. Her hazel eyes shone with amusement when she answered my question.

      “I suppose we could, but he works the night shift, so we’ll be waiting a while. He only just went to work. Can you imagine what that group would get up to if we left them alone for so long? I’m pretty sure Rob would end up in jail for stealing a garden gnome or something. The only thing worse would be if whoever he stole it from brought him back instead of going to the cops.”

      “Maybe you’d get lucky and they wouldn’t know which house is his,” I joked. “If they showed up at your door, you could just deny any knowledge of who he is.”

      “Like disavowing him?” She grinned before waving her hand. “I should’ve thought of that earlier. It’s too late now. Everyone around here knows who we are. The people here are very friendly and it’s an extremely family-centric neighborhood. It’s a great place to raise a family, but not so much if you don’t want people to know which tiny dictator belongs to you.”

      “That’s good to know.” I laughed. “I think I made the right decision when I chose this neighborhood then. What you’ve just described is exactly what I wanted for Katie.”

      “You definitely made the right choice,” she said. “You won’t regret it. Where did you move from?”

      “Downtown.” I thought back to my apartment there. “We desperately needed more space, though. It’s been fine for the last couple of years, but since Katie started at school, the commute was a little long and the apartment a little small. All things considered, we needed a little less little in our lives.”

      “I know exactly what you mean. Unless you make a boatload of money and can afford one of those fancy penthouses or the even fancier renovated houses, it’s mighty difficult to raise a family there.”

      “You sound like you’re talking from experience.” I glanced at her profile while the kids squealed with laughter at something or someone up ahead. Her features were delicate, but there was something about her that told me she was a force to be reckoned with.

      “Are you kidding? As soon as the doc told us there were two sets of eyes sitting in my stomach and two heartbeats, Rowan and I knew it was time to head to the suburbs.”

      “That must have come as a shock,” I said.

      She shrugged, her eyes crinkling again. “It did, but it’s been a blessing in many ways. One of which is that I never have to go through pregnancy again. We’ve got our pigeon pair, and that’s more than good enough for us. I always wanted to move out here anyway. I hated our tiny studio in the city.”

      “I was the complete opposite. I loved my apartment. Honestly, I never thought I’d move to a place like this. It is beautiful, though.”

      “Parenthood makes us all do things we never thought we would,” she mused. “I might’ve wanted to move out here, but I sure as hell didn’t want to drive a station wagon and pack coolers for baseball games. I thought I’d be one of those new-age, super-cool moms who somehow manages to fit everything into a nifty little coupe and got platters made up for games.”

      “Let me guess. You couldn’t fit the car seats into the coupe?”

      She nodded. “Not even one. The salesman laughed at me when I told him I’d need something that could fit two. My diaper bags wouldn’t even have gone into the car I really wanted.”

      “But you wouldn’t change it for the world,” I said. “I’m willing to bet you don’t even think about that car anymore.”

      “I wouldn’t change it for the world or anything else,” she agreed. “But especially not for a car. It was just an adjustment period.”

      “I know what you mean.” I wondered how long her adjustment period had been. Ruth felt like someone who could become a friend, but I didn’t want to disrupt the peaceful flow of our conversation by hauling out all my baggage just yet. “You seem to have adjusted pretty darn well, though. I’m not sure I would’ve been the same in your position.”

      “Well, the Lord knew he was testing us when he gave us two, but He always knows best.” She laughed. “To be honest, I’m still adjusting. Every parent I know is still adjusting. Whenever you think you’ve got one phase figured out, they enter the next one.”

      “Yeah, I’ve started to realize that too.”

      “What about you?” she asked. “Where’s your husband?”

      “Oh, I don’t have one.” I spent the next few minutes explaining only the very basics of what had happened, still preferring not to spill my whole story to a perfect stranger on the sidewalk on what was supposed to be a fun night out. “I’m still looking for my mom-tribe. Would you be interested? I feel like I should warn you that there might be a lot of late-night phone calls about stupid stuff.”

      She took my hand and squeezed it. “Late-night phone calls are exactly what mom-tribes are for. I’ll give you my number. I’d love to be a part of yours.”

      Ruth told me more about the neighborhood and the numbers I absolutely had to have. Hers, of course, was one of them. The others were the contact details of the local doctor, dentist, grocery store, and an elderly handyman who could apparently fix anything.

      “My parents were supposed to come out with us tonight,” I told her later, one hand in the pocket of my coat and the other clutching a cup of hot cocoa from one kind neighbor who’d thought about the older folks out as well. “They would’ve loved to meet you. They’re going to be proud of us for making friends around here. They’ve been worried.”

      “You’re going to fit right in. I can tell.” She gave me a reassuring smile before doing a half-turn to face me while we walked. “Why didn’t they come out with you?”

      “Work. Dad owns a garden shop and they got a big landscaping order this afternoon. Mom’s helping out. I offered, but they insisted it was more important that Katie and I come trick or treating.”

      Before she could reply, we walked past a flashy Mercedes parked at the curb. I recognized it instantly. It was the very same one that had cut me off yesterday and held everyone up outside the school. The jerk’s plates were imprinted on my brain.

      My eyes narrowed of their own accord. Mr. I’m Too Cool for the Rules is somewhere around here.

      Ruth frowned. “Is everything okay? You suddenly seem stressed.”

      Loud laughter drew my eyes to a house a few doors down, and there he was. He stole a piece of candy from a cardboard briefcase the little girl was carrying.

      “Sure. I’m fine. I just got a bad taste in my mouth.” I was intent on ignoring him if we passed by them.

      Sure enough, not even a minute later and while we were still waiting for our kids, the jerk and his daughter came walking in our direction. Our eyes locked at the last minute, and he broke out into a wide grin.

      “It’s you,” he said.

      I tried not to notice that I’d been right about his height and his build. He was at least six feet tall and his charcoal T-shirt hugged a lean abdomen but stretched a bit over toned muscles in his arms. His dark hair looked every bit as perfect as it had when we’d had the displeasure of meeting, the slightly longer top swept to one side of his annoyingly handsome face.

      Those brown eyes had a reddish-orange shine from the warm colors of the lights surrounding us, and they were fixed on me like he was trying to drill a hole in my skull.

      How does he do that?

      Looking him up and down, my lips curled in distaste. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      An amused gleam made his intense, assessing gaze sparkle as he lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Just that I’m afraid you’re going to yell at me for walking too close to you on the sidewalk.”

      I scowled at him but he kept on walking as if he didn’t have a care in the world. I watched him go over my shoulder. So you think you’re funny, do you? You’re not, ya big old reason the middle finger was created.

      “Do you know him?” Ruth asked, drawing my attention back to her. Her eyes were wider than they’d been before, almost as if she was starstruck.

      “His daughter goes to school with Katie.” I shook my head. “We met yesterday. Sort of anyway.”

      “He’s kind of a big deal around here,” she said. “In fact, his number would be another good one to add to your must-haves even if he doesn’t live in the neighborhood.”

      “I don’t care who he is. I’d rather not even run into him again if I have my way. I think I’d have to be dying before I’d call that rude, arrogant, and entitled jerk for anything. Plain and simple.”

      She gaped at me before her lips rose into a knowing grin. “You know, I recall saying something very similar about my husband once upon a time. It’s funny how life works out sometimes.”

      With that ominous little tidbit, Ruth waved the children closer and directed them to the next street over. She didn’t bring it up again for the rest of the night and neither did I, but I couldn’t help wondering what she’d meant by it.

      He had a little girl, which meant there had to be a mother somewhere out there. When I started wondering if she was in the picture or not, I decided her comment had to have been nothing more than one of those things people say in passing.

      Because there was no way—no way—life could ever be that funny. Even if I was desperate for a partner, I sure as heck would never be desperate for him.
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      The weeks after Halloween passed in a blur of work, preparing for Thanksgiving dinner, and making sure Allie was ready for the play they were putting on at the school. She had been cast as a pilgrim, and she’d been talking my ear off about it all week.

      There was only one more week to go until Thanksgiving, and the night of the play had finally arrived. She only had a small part, but I was looking forward to her scene. The rest of the kids? Well, I wasn’t very excited about having to sit through their parts.

      Attendance wasn’t optional, though. I had to be there for Allie and I would never let her down. If that meant watching everyone else’s kids to see her performance, I supposed I’d just have to grit my teeth and bear it.

      I arrived at the school early, parking near the exit so we’d be able to make a quick getaway after the show. On my way over, I’d stopped to buy flowers for her. It was a bouquet that might’ve been more suited for the lead actress in a Broadway show, but hey, she was the lead actress in my life and she deserved all the roses I could buy.

      There was still almost an hour before the show was supposed to start, but there were a lot of parents already present. The building housing the school hall where the play was being held was covered in creeping vines. Judging by the amount of people taking pictures of their kids there, it made for a good backdrop to a photo.

      I’ll have to take a few for Shannon later. She’d never stop pestering me if I didn’t. I’d have put up with the pestering if I hadn’t known that Allie would want her mother to see her in her costume. I’d even already ordered Shannon a professional recording of the show that would be sent to her once it was ready, but I’d also record it myself so she could see our daughter acting her heart out without having to wait so long. Hmm. There’s an idea. Maybe I can encourage Allie to become an actress instead.

      I scrapped the idea almost immediately. No. Nope. There’s no way she’s ever moving to a big city like Los Angeles or New York by herself.

      Several of the teachers tried to sneak in a word with me when I made my way backstage. I overheard one, a middle-aged woman who’d gotten divorced last year, gossiping about me to someone I didn’t know.

      “He’s a hot commodity around here. Single, successful, and a wonderful father. It’s too bad he only ever has eyes for his daughter when he’s around.”

      I smirked and pretended I hadn’t heard her, looking around for the only girl I had eyes for instead. It was good to know that word was finally getting around that I wasn’t interested.

      A friend had once told me that I sounded like an ungrateful, immodest dick when I’d told him that I was tired of being flirted with, but after Shannon left, it had been nearly unbearable. Give a guy a break.

      I was trying to raise a little girl by myself, like actually raise her instead of hiring the job out, and I somehow had to fit in working at least fifty hours a week. My reply had been simple. Just because I sounded like an ungrateful, immodest dick didn’t invalidate how I was feeling.

      Finally spotting Allie with some of her friends, I successfully dodged several more people trying to make conversation and finally got to my girl. Bowing down in front of her, I lifted the flowers and flashed her a grin.

      “For you, milady. Break a leg out there.”

      Her face split into a wide smile as she took the bouquet from me. “Thank you, Daddy. You’re staying for the play, right?”

      “Of course.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. We’ll take some pictures for Mom later, okay?”

      “Okay,” she agreed, eyes shining with joy as she lifted the flowers to her nose. “I love roses. Thanks, Dad.”

      “I know, and you’re welcome.” Giving her a last hug when someone announced it was time for them to start getting changed, I said good luck to her friends as well and then went to find my seat.

      It was near the front row, on the aisle so I wouldn’t have to do the awkward scooting dance, only to have my knees crushed by the chair in front of mine. I’d asked for the front row, but the tickets had already been sold out.

      If only I’d known then that I’m a hot commodity in Savannah. I snorted at the thought, shaking my head as I walked into the auditorium.

      Unfortunately, when I’d come up with my plan of being early so I could see Allie before the play and give her the flowers, I hadn’t taken into the account that it also meant I’d be waiting at my seat for the show to begin.

      My ass hadn’t hit the chair yet when the first of the lionesses descended, her eyes zeroed in on her prey. Me.

      Dorothy Carter and I had gone to high school together, which now appeared to make her think that she had some kind of claim on me. She was gorgeous. I had to give her that.

      Pitch-black hair framed her heart-shaped face. Her deep blue eyes were alert and intelligent. Somehow, even though she was now a single mother to four kids, she always looked like she’d stepped out of a high-fashion magazine and had spent hours on her makeup.

      I don’t know how she does it. Honestly, even just the thought of having four children under the age of thirteen exhausted me, yet Dot made it look like it was no effort at all.

      “Jacob,” she practically purred when she bent down to brush a kiss against my cheek. “How are you? Where have you been?”

      “Allie decided ballet was too boring for her, so she’s trying fencing these days instead.”

      Her brow furrowed at my blunt statement before she blinked it away and smiled demurely. “Marie misses her at the studio. We should arrange a play date for them sometime. A sleepover perhaps? We’d be there to chaperone, of course.”

      She lifted a hand to drag her nail over my chest, and I shuddered. Definitely not the pleasurable kind of shudder.

      Thankfully, Allie didn’t like Marie much. I knew she wouldn’t want to have a sleepover with her any more than I wanted to have one with her mother.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to pass. Allie’s schedule is so full these days. It’s hard to keep up with everything, you know?”

      Undeterred, she took the vacant seat beside me. Her smile didn’t even falter. “I’m sure we’ll find a suitable time soon. Now, tell me, how is Shannon? Are you still struggling to get over her?”

      I nearly choked on the next breath I took. “She’s good and no, I’m not.”

      She scooted even closer, the corners of her mouth tipping up as she brought the red-painted talon to my chest again. “You won’t believe how happy I am to hear that.”

      A shadow fell over us, and I looked up to see yet another of the moms who always approached me at these things. I actually liked this one, though. Not to date, but at least she wasn’t only interested in my money and my dick like dearest Dot was.

      Anne had actually been a friend to me once or twice after Shannon had left. She’d helped me out when I had gotten into a bind with Allie, and while I knew she liked me, I’d been completely honest with her from the start. She knew we would never be anything more than friends.

      “How are you, Anne?” I asked, using her arrival as a reason to distance myself from Dorothy’s high-heeled foot that had started running up my calf.

      “I’m so good.” Anne smiled and pulled me into a quick hug, pushing up on her toes to whisper into my ear before releasing me. “I saw Dorothy putting the moves on you again. Sorry. I tried to keep her distracted, but it’s like she’s got a sixth sense about you.”

      I laughed as I pulled away. “You know how it goes. How’s Tim? I heard he’s also a pilgrim this year.”

      She giggled, leaning into me a little. “Yes. He’s been having the practices with Allie. Apparently, we’re in for quite a treat tonight.”

      “Well, I’m excited,” I said, taking a swift step away when her fingers brushed against mine.

      Dorothy suddenly stood up again, caging me in from behind.

      Fuck.

      “We were actually just in the middle of something, Anne darling. Would you excuse us?” She batted her spidery long lashes at her so-called friend.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it, Anne. Stay. Please. Dorothy and I were just talking about Shannon.”

      “Oh, you poor thing.” An arm wrapped around me from the side, and I twisted to see Samantha—a former underwear model—standing in the row behind mine. She was glaring at Dorothy, but they’d hated each other since—

      Wait. Since when do I waste my time thinking about gossip?

      “I’m sure Jacob doesn’t want to talk about that bitch.” She lifted her chin, and I extracted myself from her grip while lifting my hands and giving her a tight smile.

      “There’s no need for name-calling,” I said. “She’s moved on. She’s doing well, and I’m happy for her.”

      Knowing that I only had to keep them entertained for a few more minutes before the show was set to start, I vowed never to arrive early to any school event again. Ever.

      Being bombarded with questions and flirtations wasn’t my idea of a good time. Especially because every single one of them knew I wasn’t interested in them that way.

      They were great women, and it was easy to make them laugh by telling them some of the more ridiculous things that happened in court rooms around the country, but I fucking hated feeling like a piece of prime rib they were fighting over.

      Especially because they were all fierce as fuck. They might laugh easily at my jokes, but I’d never made the mistake of underestimating a woman, and I wouldn’t start now. All of these women would have me for breakfast if I let them.

      They weren’t playing games, but I wasn’t either. Being charming and funny until the curtain call was one thing. Getting tossed around between them as they tore their teeth into me was quite another.
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      “Roger! Anita!” Someone called my parents’ names when we walked into the foyer at the school.

      Katie was in the Thanksgiving play, and we were all happy she’d decided to participate this year.

      All three of us turned at the same time to see a couple my parents were friends with manning the cider stand. They waved and grinned, and Mom looped her arm around mine as we made our way toward them.

      “It’s so good to see you,” she said when she hugged Mrs. Trent. “Is little Trent in the play?”

      Oh, yeah. They have a grandkid named Trent Trent. I forgot all about that. Smiling while I greeted them, I got a hug from each one before stepping back and letting them catch up.

      My parents got caught up with their friends, who turned out to have no fewer than four grandchildren in the play. Mr. Trent passed me a cider with a fond smile on his face.

      “All the proceeds from the cider go to the school’s theater classes,” he said, smiling as he filled cups for my parents as well. “It’s a great program. Does Katie enjoy it?”

      “She loves it.” My mother beamed, her green eyes glassy as she wiped a finger beneath each one. “Katherine used to be a natural on stage. Katie definitely takes after her.”

      My father slung his arm around my shoulders, poking me in the ribs with the fingers of his hand not holding his contribution to the theater classes. “Laurie preferred writing the plays to acting in them.”

      “Maybe you’ll be able to give them some tips after the show this evening,” Mrs. Trent suggested in a kind tone. “I know they’re always after good writers.”

      “Laurie’s the best,” Mom said while I just blinked. I hadn’t really thought about volunteering, but I knew moms were expected to be involved with all kinds of stuff at school if they could.

      “I’ll look into it,” I said. “It would be fun to help out if I can.”

      The Trents and my parents kept chatting for a few minutes before we had to go find our seats. Mom looped her arm around my waist and hugged me from the side.

      “You’re already a great mom to her, honey. If you want to volunteer to help with the theater class, then you do it. If not, don’t feel obliged.”

      I nodded and rested my head against hers as we made our way into the packed auditorium. “Thanks, but I think it would be fun. I need to get over this mental block somehow. Doing something with Katie might be the way to go.”

      Waiting on Eric Starkey certainly did not seem to be the best way to go about it. I’d taken a few positive steps toward getting things back under my control over the last couple of weeks.

      The boxes were almost unpacked, I’d gotten a lot of administrative stuff expected of authors done, and I’d even come up with a new idea for a plot. The only problem was that it refused to come together whenever I tried to get it on paper.

      Give it time. It will happen. It was my new mantra, but I didn’t need only a catchy jingle playing in my head. I needed words on paper.

      “You should find out later how you can get involved if you’re really interested,” Dad said, as supportive as always. He pointed at three empty seats in the fourth row from the front. “That’s us. Dear Lord, that’s a lot of people who’re going to have to move for us to get past.”

      He sighed but Mom clapped him on the shoulder. “Relax, Roger. We’ve got this.”

      She went first, and since no one could refuse a smile as bright or radiant as hers, the awkward knee shuffle we had to do went a lot better than it could have. When we finally found our seats, I turned to the stage and spotted a man surrounded by women near the front.

      Almost immediately, I realized who it was. Shaking my head at the fancy Mercedes jerk, I rolled my eyes at the way he was holding court. Typical attention hog.

      There were four women around him, all laughing and pawing at him like he was their favorite softest cashmere sweater and they just couldn’t stop touching him. Mom nudged my arm with hers, shooting me a questioning look when I faced her.

      “Who’re you staring at with such disgust?”

      I nodded at the jerk. “That guy.”

      My dad followed my gaze. “Jacob Parker? Why are you scowling at him?”

      “Who is he anyway? A friend told me that he was a pretty big deal around here, and now you know him too?”

      “Of course, we know him.” Mom grinned and pointed a thumb at her chest. “I might be old, but I still have eyes, you know.”

      Dad rolled his eyes at her, but his smile didn’t fade or turn hard. He knew she loved him more than life itself. He turned his attention on me instead of my mother, who was now pretending to fan herself.

      “He’s a big-shot lawyer. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him. He’s in the news all the time because he has an air-tight reputation for representing the little guys and winning.”

      “He represents the little guys?” My brows jumped up. “No way. You don’t afford a watch like his by representing the little guys.”

      “He does,” Dad insisted. “I just read an article last week about a family he represented in a wrongful death suit against a construction company. The week before, it was that guy who almost died because of some medicine, and the week before that—”

      I lifted my hand to stop him. “I get it. The guy loves being in the news.”

      “I don’t think he goes to the reporters, honey.” Mom lowered her chin to give me her serious look. “I’m quite sure they go to him. He also might very well be the most eligible bachelor in the city. And it’s no wonder. He’s very good looking, isn’t he? I’d also have hounded him if I was a reporter.”

      “So he deserves to be all over the news just because he’s good looking? He’s a jerk,” I said sharply and folded my arms around myself.

      “He’s not a jerk.” Dad scoffed. “Why on earth would you say something like that? I’ve met him, and he’s very polite.”

      “Definitely not a jerk,” Mom agreed. “I’ve heard a lot about him from some of the teachers here and from friends as well. He appears to be a perfectly decent human being for someone of his reputation.”

      Both of my parents steadfastly disagreed with my assessment, but they hadn’t changed my mind by the time the lights went down. Or at least, the auditorium lights went down.

      Jacob’s light went up. As the play began, he lifted his phone and proceeded to record the entire thing. I scowled at him, wishing he could feel the angry heat of my eyes burning into the back of his neck.

      The whole thing was super distracting. I couldn’t concentrate for a minute with that damn light catching the corner of my eye the whole time. Why wasn’t anybody around him telling him off? Is everyone in love with this guy or something?

      I managed to pay attention to Katie when she appeared with a few other children in their roles as pilgrims, but I could still see his light. The poor people sitting in the rows right behind him.

      As far as I was concerned, it was just another example of how completely self-absorbed he was. Most of us wanted a recording of our kids in the play, but the rest of us ordinary people were willing to wait for the official recording from the school.

      Mom and Dad didn’t seem to notice it. Although if our conversation before was anything to go by, they were just as in love with him as the rest of the darn auditorium seemed to be. I wonder how he’s managed to fool them all.

      Especially my parents. They were real good judges of character, and yet, I knew I wasn’t wrong about him. I’d seen—and was seeing at this very moment—how completely selfish and self-involved he was.

      Sighing, I sent him one last glare and tried my best to focus on blocking out his light so I could enjoy the rest of the play. It was always there in the corner of my eye, but eventually, I could ignore it just enough that I actually managed to have a good time.

      At the end when all the kids came back onto the stage to do their bows, I jumped to my feet and clapped so hard my hands stung. Mom hugged me again, pressing a kiss to my shoulder as she smiled up at me.

      “She was just marvelous, darling. I know you two worked very hard on those few lines, but your work definitely paid off.”

      I returned Mom’s hug before I excused myself to go greet Katie when she came out of the back. Mom and Dad agreed to meet us at the car and joined the crowd moving toward the parking lot while I headed for the stage.

      Katie came running out soon after, and I dropped to my haunches to give her a proper hug. She launched herself into my arms, holding me tight while she practically screamed into my ear. “That was so much fun! I’m going to try out for every play. I made a new friend too. She wants to have a sleepover at her house on Friday night. Please can I go? Please?”

      She managed to say it all without taking a single breath, but I suddenly didn’t seem to be able to fill my lungs at all. “You want to go to a sleepover?”

      “Yes.” There was so much hope in her eyes that I had no idea how to say no. Seven seemed a bit young for a sleepover, but it wasn’t like she’d never slept over before. She had sleepovers with my parents all the time, but they were her grandparents. That was different. Right?

      My mind spun while I tried to figure it out, and Ruth’s words from the other night echoed in my brain. Just when you think you have one phase figured out, they enter the next one.

      God, those words were turning out to be prophetic.

      Katie was still looking at me with those blue eyes so sparkly and happy. I didn’t know what to do, but I remembered my mother’s response every time we’d asked her, so I went with that.

      “I’m going to need to meet your friend’s parents first,” I said.

      She bounced on her feet before running over to a dark-haired little girl with her back to us who was standing with a whole group of people. Katie whispered in her ear, and I saw the girl nod before darting into the huddle formed by all the parents she was standing with.

      Katie waited for her friend, who emerged holding the hand of none other than Jacob fucking Parker. Spite filled me as he walked over, all confident and suave, with a smile on his face like he owned the whole darn world.

      He threw his head back when he recognized me, laughing as if I’d just told him the funniest joke he’d ever heard. Poser.

      “You’re Katie’s mother?” he asked when he’d finally gotten over how completely hilarious he seemed to find this situation.

      I didn’t correct him about being Katie’s aunt. It was none of his business what my biological relationship to her was, and I was her mom now. “You know what? This was a mistake.”

      I wanted to blow him off so badly, but as I turned to tell Katie she couldn’t have a sleepover with her friend, I saw her clutching Allie’s hand. Both girls looked so hopeful and so sweet and innocent in this mess that I couldn’t be the wicked witch who dashed their hopes.

      “You’re okay with this?” I asked him. “Having the girls sleep over at your place on Saturday?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” He shrugged, still smiling and looking at me in that way of his. His expression changed as he studied mine, though. It became more serious, and even some of the smooth assholiness he exuded disappeared. “Katie will be safe with us. I promise. I’ll give you my number, the landline number, and the numbers for the front desk and building manager.”

      “Please?” the girls asked in unison from my side. They dragged the word out, and I caved.

      If Jacob was okay with a sleepover, I was too. “Fine, but I’ll be waiting on all those numbers.”

      He nodded. “Of course. I’m Jacob by the way.”

      “Laurie.” I pinned him with a glare, taking a step forward so I would be able to speak to him without the girls hearing. “If that little girl comes home with so much as a scratch, I don’t care how much of a big-shot lawyer you are. I will destroy you.”

      He smirked, cocking a brow at me again. “And how would you do that?”

      I gave him the cruelest smile I could muster. “I’ll tell every man, woman, and other person in this city that you have the tiniest cock I’ve ever seen, but that you can’t even get it up. I’ll write a book series all about you and it won’t be flattering. Then I’ll publish it in the woman’s fiction category on every website out there and dedicate every book to you. Off the top of my head, I’m thinking a modern-day retelling of the little engine that couldn’t might work.”

      His smirk had started slipping when I’d said the word “cock” and he was stone-faced by the time I was done. I could see the gears in his head turning, but this time, I would finally be the one who got to walk away first.

      “Come on, honey.” I reached for Katie’s hand, smiling at her and then at her friend. “Granny and Grandpa are waiting to congratulate you outside. Bye, Allie. We’ll see you soon.”
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      Well, what do you know? The angry lady has some balls on her. Ever since she’d delivered that threat at the play, she’d been sneaking into my mind every so often. I didn’t give a damn what she said about me around town or even about whether she really did end up writing that book.

      It’d surprised me that she had that kind of mouth on her, and then it had turned me on. In an effort not to give anything away, I’d kept my expression carefully neutral afterward. It didn’t bother me if she thought it was because I was fazed by her so-called threat.

      Our doorbell rang, jerking me out of my thoughts. Allie squealed and ran down the stairs to get it. She’d been as excited as I’d ever seen her this past week, and apparently, it was all because of Katie.

      The two had grown to be fast friends, spending every minute they could together at school. They’d gotten to know each other because they’d been put in the same group for the play, and it seemed to have been a match made in heaven.

      Now I only had to figure out what to do about Katie’s mother. They were prompt, at least. It was exactly four p.m. when Allie yanked the door open and threw her arms around her friend.

      Before I even reached the entrance hall, I heard Katie saying goodbye to her mother. “I’ll see you tomorrow, honey. Love you.”

      “Love you too!” the little girl called when Allie dragged her in before she’d even pulled out of Laurie’s hug.

      “Wow, this is your house?” Katie whispered to my daughter, her eyes wide as they went for the stairs with their arms linked. “It’s so big and fancy. Are we allowed to play here?”

      Allie laughed. “Of course, we are. Dad’s really cool. Let me give you a tour. My bedroom is on the second level. We’ll start there.”

      Katie barely had time to wave hello to me before they were disappearing around the corner. I chuckled as I leaned against the doorframe, my gaze coming to a rest on Laurie’s bright green one.

      She was dressed casually again in fitted jeans, white sneakers, and a white oversized jersey. Her dirty-blonde hair hung in a ponytail down her back, but tendrils of it had come loose to frame her face.

      Her pink lips were plump and inviting, but when they parted to say something, I knew I had to get what I needed to say out there first. “I’m surprised you’re letting your daughter hang out with mine. I got the feeling you hated me.”

      It was more than a feeling actually. Her fire and dislike of me were as obvious as it was amusing. It stood to reason that the one beautiful woman I was genuinely curious about wouldn’t want anything to do with me.

      I definitely felt a bit of chemistry between us, but I couldn’t quite tell if I was the only one. Somehow, I didn’t think so, but on the other hand, that could also only have been my ungrateful, immodest ego making me think that way.

      “How I feel about you doesn’t matter.” Laurie sighed, her expression not completely hostile for once. “Katie needs friends, and by some miracle, your daughter seems like a nice kid.”

      “It is a miracle,” I agreed. Considering everything she’d been through, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d ended up being distrustful and closed off.

      Laurie might know about that, or she might not. Most people in town knew at least some of what had happened with Shannon. There’s no stopping the grapevine.

      “Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee or a drink?” I asked. “We can get to know each other. I make a point of getting to know the parents of my daughter’s friends.”

      It hadn’t been very difficult so far. Allie might not be distrustful and closed off, but she wasn’t a social butterfly either. She stuck up for other kids on the playground and didn’t tolerate bullies, but she mostly kept to herself.

      So far, she only had a handful of close friends who she’d actually invited over. Katie was only the second one she’d wanted to sleep over. It had surprised me, but it also made me that much more curious about her and her mother. Which was the other reason why I’d invited her in. I found that I really did want to get to know her.

      She obviously didn’t feel the same way. “No thanks. The girls are friends, but that doesn’t mean we have to be. Thank you for sending me all those numbers. Allie also told Katie you could send me some photos of them throughout the night?”

      She fidgeted with her fingers while she spoke, and I nodded. “Sure. You don’t have to worry about her here. We’re not going out and I’ll let them use my phone to take some pictures for you. It’s no problem.”

      For just a moment, her features softened and she let out a quiet breath. “Thank you. I’d really appreciate that.”

      “Just a question, but do you really hate me so much because you hate how I drive?” I asked. I didn’t understand how I could have pissed her off so much that she didn’t even want to have a drink with me despite obviously being nervous about Katie sleeping over.

      Her eyes narrowed, and gates slammed shut over the vulnerability she’d shown just a second ago. “It’s not only because I hate how you drive.”

      “What’s it about then?” That was all there was. We hadn’t really interacted much outside of that.

      She shrugged. “Honestly? It’s everything about you. The arrogant smile. The cocky attitude. The flashy car. The flirting with all those single moms at the school play.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Really? For the record, those women have been trying to take me home with them for years. All I can do to prevent them from tearing me to pieces is to distract them. I wasn’t flirting.”

      She rolled her eyes, a snort that wasn’t much more than a tiny huff of air through her nostrils escaping her as she took a step back. “It’s none of my business, but that’s not what it looked like. Anyway, why do you even care what I think about you?”

      “I don’t,” I lied. “I was just trying to be nice. It looks like this might be Katie’s first sleepover, and like I said, I like to get to know the people whose kids my daughter is friends with. I thought it might set your mind at ease if you got to know me too.”

      “Nothing will set my mind at ease.” Unless I was very much mistaken, there seemed to be sudden turmoil brewing beneath the surface of her green depths.

      I was pretty decent at reading people, and there was more to her than what met the eye. There was a quiet sort of strength about her that had caught my attention just as much as her curvy body and her beautiful face.

      Obviously, I already knew that she could have a sharp tongue and that she wasn’t afraid to use it, but there was more to it than that. It was the same instinct that told me I wasn’t about to change her mind.

      She was a stubborn woman who was painting me as something I wasn’t. I could almost see the picture she had of me in her head, and it pissed me right the hell off. As someone who was more than aware of how much unfairness there was in the world, it really got to me whenever I was confronted by it.

      This woman had taken one encounter she’d had with me and had filled in my entire personality based on it. She didn’t care about my side of the story, and that was all there was to it.

      Irritation swirled around in my gut. “Fine. I’ll stop trying to put your mind at ease then. Come pick Katie up tomorrow morning around eleven. I have a Thanksgiving dinner planned with friends and family. We’ll need the afternoon to get ready.”

      She nodded curtly. “I’ll be here at eleven. Please remember the pictures.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Fine,” she replied just before I shut the door on her. Maybe I was simply reconfirming her beliefs about me by doing it, but I was beyond the point of caring.

      It didn’t matter anyway. She’d already decided she knew who I was, and nothing I said or did would change that. Maybe in time she’d see I wasn’t the asshole she was making me out to be. Maybe we would see then if I was the only one who felt the chemistry.

      Until then, I would be keeping my distance from that one. I was way too curious about her, and she hated my guts. Nothing good could come from pushing it.

      Besides, I had two seven-year-olds to keep safe. Lord help me if Katie got that scratch on her. I had a feeling a book series would only be the beginning of Laurie’s wrath. On the other hand, I was tempted to see what other punishments she would come up with.

      Not tempted enough to see a child in my care get hurt, of course. Not even tempted enough to tell Laurie it’d happened just to see what she would do. But tempted nonetheless.

      Everything about me might piss her off, but everything about her tempted me. I would keep my distance. I just couldn’t promise how far that distance would be.

    

  







            Chapter 11

          

          

      

    

    






Laurie

        

      

    

    
      Katie had slept over at my parents’ before. Tons of times. So why does it feel so different this time?

      I couldn’t shake the question, and I didn’t really know the answer. There was an obvious difference between the Parkers’ and my parents’ house, but it didn’t feel like it was just that.

      It felt like this was the end of an era for Katie. The end of her baby and toddlerdom when she was surrounded by family members and their close friends only. Now she had the wherewithal to start making decisions for herself about who she wanted to spend her time with. It was the official end of our protective bubble-wrapping of her life. The end of knowing every ins and outs.

      At the same time, it was a huge step for her. It was her first taste of true independence, of decision making, and trusting herself to decide who her closest friends were.

      No matter which way I spun it, it was huge. And it was another huge moment my sister was missing.

      God, when did I become such a sad sack? I didn’t mean to be. I didn’t want to be.

      Everything just seemed so bittersweet these days. It sucked donkey balls.

      Mostly because there was nothing I could do about the nostalgia that nearly drowned me as I drove home. Just when I thought I was gaining a semblance of control, it all went spiraling out again.

      About a freaking sleepover.

      What was it about motherhood that intensified my emotions so damn much? I couldn’t help wondering if it was only me. If my particular circumstances made the highs so much higher and lows so darn low.

      Needing someone to speak to, I remembered Ruth and her prophetic words. It was early enough that I shouldn’t be bothering if I called. I held back for less than a minute, watching the green, gold, and maroon landscape pass before I called up her number.

      “Laurie,” she exclaimed when she answered. “It’s so good to hear from you. I’ve been wondering when you would call.”

      She listened patiently while I explained about Katie’s first sleepover with a friend and made a sympathetic sound when I told her how tripped up I was by my feelings. “The twins don’t sleep over anywhere else often because they end up crying for each other, but I remember feeling the exact same way. It’s completely normal, honey. You may not have pushed that baby out of your hoo-hah, but she’s yours now. Every mom feels the same.”

      “So what do I do about it?” I sniffed, still trying to fight a wave of tears.

      “Do you have wine at home?” she asked, and it really didn’t sound like she was joking.

      “Uh, yes?”

      “Then you drink it,” she said cheerfully. “While you’re at it, stop at the place on your way that sells the most unhealthy takeout you can find. Like the really good, greasy stuff. Order yourself a meal, take it home, and devour it with your wine. Once you’re stuffed, pour yourself another glass of wine and go relax in the tub.”

      Neon lights beckoned to me from the side of the road. “I think I know just what you mean. I’m turning into a burger joint now.”

      “Order a big one with bacon and cheese and a ton of fries,” she said. “How’s the unpacking coming along?”

      “Really well actually.” I pulled into the drive-through and covered the mouthpiece with my hand while I did exactly what she’d said. “I decided to leave the more emotional boxes for later, and just get on with the stuff we really need. The garage is still full of boxes, but the rest is pretty much done.”

      “That’s excellent.” She yelled at Rowina about not being allowed to keep watching TV before she finished her chores. Then she was back. “We look forward to coming around to your place soon. In the meantime, enjoy your time off. Try to think back to what you would’ve been doing before Katie came along, and just do that. It’s a Saturday night. Maybe you could even go dancing.”

      I laughed out loud trying to imagine myself hooking up with old friends now to go to a club. “I much prefer your idea about wine in the tub.”

      “Someone’s settling into motherhood well.” She chuckled while I inched forward in the drive-through line. “Look, eat your burger, have your wine, and when you’re done, maybe try tackling some of the emotional boxes. It’d be better if you got them done while Katie isn’t at home.”

      “True.” I sighed into the dimly lit interior of my car. “I’m next in line to collect my food. I’ll call you later, okay?”

      “Make it after eight, and I might be able to have a glass of wine with you.” She whispered the last bit, then giggled and hung up.

      Melancholy and nostalgia still clung to me like wet blankets that were weighed down by diving weights, but they let up a little after I talked to Ruth. I collected my super big, super unhealthy burger and headed on home.

      The house felt empty without Katie there. The spaces were too big and cavernous, my footsteps seemed to have a strange echo, and it was like there was no life in there at all.

      It’s because you still haven’t quite turned it into a home, a snarky part of my subconscious whispered.

      I settled in front of the TV after grabbing a bottle of wine but didn’t turn it on. Lost in thought, I ate my food with a glass of wine that soon became two.

      The garage loomed like an executioner in front of me after my third glass of wine and I finally ventured toward it. Ruth was right. I needed to get unpacked and it was better to do the things I’d been putting off while Katie wasn’t home.

      I could do it while she was at school, but now I had all night and not an inkling of what else to do with it anyway. This way, I could drink and cry without the guilt of knowing I would have to pick her up soon, and hopefully, I’d be able to get through the worst of it.

      Katherine adored watches and handbags. It didn’t have to be expensive or fancy. She just loved having something simple to go with every outfit.

      Mom had selected a few choice pieces she wanted to keep already, but now it was my turn. I wouldn’t get rid of anything in case Katie wanted it later, but I needed to sort through the boxes and hopefully get rid of stuff like placemats and bedding.

      Walking into the garage, I flicked on the one light that hung overhead, set my wine down on the floor, and heaved the top box off a pile. Once it was safely on the floor, I sat down cross-legged in front of it and took a giant gulp of wine to calm my nerves.

      As luck would have it, it was a box of her purses. There was everything in there from sequined clutches she’d used back in college to the leather satchel she’d carried to work every day. I pulled out the first clutch, a gold and white beauty with intricate beading around the sides, and the clasp opened up.

      Lipstick, movie tickets, and even an unused tampon spilled into my lap. None of those items would usually make me cry, save for the tampon if I needed one and didn’t have one, but seeing those signs of a life that had been lost devastated me now.

      Before I could even think of stopping them, tears were streaming down my face and I was sniffing the slight cherry scent of Katherine’s favorite lipstick. Emotions tore through me like a hurricane, and all I could do was sit there, clutching the purse while sobbing into the scratchy sequins.

      I don’t understand how my life or Katie’s could’ve changed so much in the blink of an eye. I didn’t even know who I was or what I wanted anymore. All I knew was that I was barely making it from one day to the next.

      Trying to stay optimistic when the hits just kept on coming and nothing was getting better was brutal. Just earlier today, I’d gotten an email from Eric’s receptionist saying the three weeks he’d promised me weren’t going to pan out. They needed even more time. No amount of time had been specified. Just more.

      I knew from experience that emailing back wasn’t going to work, so I’d resolved to go to his office again on Monday. Not that going to him would help anyway.

      Something needed to get better. Some real good needed to come along and shake things up for me and Katie in a good way. Just this once, I really needed a break.

      Katie was finally starting to find her feet, but I didn’t even know if she was happy. I thought she was, but I knew she wanted her mother back more than anything in the world, and I couldn’t give her that.

      All I could do was to sit on the cold fucking floor and cry my eyes out as I sorted through my sister’s things. I unearthed purse after purse, all of them containing those signs of a life that had been cut short so damn abruptly.

      I even found a sonagram photo of Katie in one of the older ones. Chewing gum. Lip gloss. Old bank and loyalty cards. A tiny sample piece of carpet I would never know why she’d been looking at. Playing cards. Toys. A half pack of dry baby wipes.

      The list went on and on.

      With each item I uncovered, with each purse I held in my hands knowing the last person who had carried it had been my sister, a new wave of tears rushed over me. I hadn’t even made it through one box and I was spent.

      How can I ever be happy again or even feel happy again when my sister is gone? Did I even deserve to? I didn’t have any right to move on after something like this. I couldn’t have. Not when a young mother’s life had been stolen from her and a child lost her mother.

      There was no coming back from that. Not ever. Nothing I could do would bring Katherine back to Katie, or Katie back to Katherine.

      I loved being Katie’s mom. I really did. I didn’t even care that my dreams had been snatched away from me when they’d been so close. All I cared about was providing for Katie, and I couldn’t even do that because I couldn’t get one fucking word down on paper.

      Drifting in a sea of anguish, I let a scream rip in the garage and hoped my neighbors wouldn’t call the police. I can’t do this.

      No one could really do this. How?

      I didn’t have the first clue.

      When we’d been living in my apartment, things had been difficult enough. The move had shaken loose insecurities I thought I’d gotten over and memories I’d never forget. Even the soft scrape of the bamboo purse I was clutching now brought on a tidal wave of images of my sister the day she’d bought it.

      We’d been at a South American market. The sun had been shining and she hadn’t met Katie’s dad yet. Katherine’s neck had been covered in a floral scarf, and it’d whipped around her face while I’d tried to get a picture of her with the bag.

      Another sob rose in my throat. She’s gone. How could she just be gone? Just like that.

      The memories of that day still seemed so fresh, even though they were so old. I could almost smell the spice of her perfume when I closed my eyes. Hear the sound of her voice in my ears when she told me to just take the damn picture already. Feel the heat of the sun and the lashing of my hair against my cheeks in the wind.

      But when I opened my eyes, I was still alone in my garage.

      No sun.

      No wind.

      No Katherine.

      Just me and the purse. And my wine.

      I drained the last few drops, gave the box another look, and shook my head at it. “You win this round, you square. I can’t take any more of this.”

      Abandoning the boxes and the garage altogether, I went to run a bath. I was coming to the conclusion that I couldn’t confront the memories in those boxes just yet.

      Maybe I should just pack the rest of Katherine’s things away until I can bring myself to look at them. It wasn’t a long-term solution, but it was the best I had.

      Maybe planning on dealing with it later is better than no plan at all.
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      Warm, soft lips wrapped around my cock. It’d been so long that I didn’t realize what was happening at first. Not until I glanced down and saw Laurie’s blonde head between my legs.

      Her back was completely bare, and when she lifted her body between my legs, I knew the rest of her was too. Puckered nipples brushed against my thighs as she lifted her butt in the air while keeping her mouth planted on my dick.

      She looked up at me with those fucking green eyes I couldn’t get out of my head, a hint of naughty in them even while they were half-lidded with arousal. Before I could gather my thoughts, she swirled her tongue around my tip and my vision blacked out for a moment.

      My hands fisted into her hair, and I suddenly didn’t care how this had happened or why she was there. I just needed her to keep doing what she was doing.

      After our last conversation, I didn’t particularly like her and I knew she didn’t particularly like me, but who the fuck cared?

      Her mouth felt like smooth, velvety ice cream wrapped around my sensitive shaft, and I wouldn’t even have cared if it was the Queen of fucking England sucking me off. I needed this.

      It had been a long-ass time since I’d found a release by anything other than my own lame hand, and this felt like heaven wrapped in a dream.

      A dream, my subconscious screamed at me but I ignored it. Having Laurie’s mouth on me felt too damn good to explore the actual possibilities about what was happening.

      She smirked up at me, releasing my hard cock with a pop and twirling her ponytail between her fingers. “My, my. Look who finally woke up. I’m surprised it took you so long. Maybe I should write that book after all.”

      Even in my fucking dreams, she was aggravating. “You and I both know by now that I don’t have a tiny cock. What’re you going to write about now, huh? Unless you’re into lying to your readers.”

      I didn’t even know if she had any readers, but I wasn’t about to ask right then. She sat up in front of me with a pair of breasts in my face that left me no doubt I was dreaming, jiggling them a bit while pouting her lips and stroking my length.

      “Well, yeah. This guy definitely isn’t tiny, and I’d never lie to my readers, but I still don’t know if he’s any good.”

      Growling as I leaped up and tackled her to the bed, it occurred to me again that this couldn’t be happening. Doesn’t matter. Still need her.

      By the way she was glistening when I pulled her legs apart, I’d have been willing to venture a guess she felt the same way. We didn’t like each other, but we needed each other with a vengeance.

      Licking my way down her soft torso, I nipped and kissed while my hands planted themselves on her thighs. She moaned loudly. “God, Jacob. Yes!”

      I was about to shush her when I remembered this wasn’t real.

      If it was, she’d have been dismembering me instead of encouraging me. Since all things were perfect in my dreamworld, though, she spread her legs even farther apart while planting kisses at the corners of my mouth.

      “Please, Jacob,” she begged while her green eyes bored into mine. “Fill me up and show me how wrong I was about you being a selfish jerk.”

      Just as I was about to plunge into her to prove that very point, I jerked upright in bed. Blinking while trying to come to terms with the fact that it really had been just a dream, I swept my arm out to the side to make sure she wasn’t really there anyway.

      When my hand groped nothing but cold cotton, I groaned and dropped back down into my pillow. I was hard as a fucking heavy metal concert, my heart was pounding, and my dick was being very insistent about needing attention.

      Rolling onto my side to check the time, I realized it was still early enough to give myself what I needed before going downstairs for breakfast. With one hand curled into a fist against the shower wall a few minutes later, my head bowed from the sheer force of my orgasm as I emptied myself into the warm water and the evidence got washed down into the drain.

      Fucking pathetic, twenty-one-year-old me chided as I wrapped a towel around my waist. That could’ve been any of the women at that play, and here we are, still fucking the same old hand.

      If only he had known how much trouble fucking anything but that hand would get us into, he’d shut the hell up. Not that I regretted Allie. I’d been the one to bring up having a baby to Shannon after we’d gotten married.

      Hell, I’d hoped and prayed for Allie for years before Shannon freaked out about there being more than one line on the stick. If only I had the ability to have had Allie by myself without having added Shannon to the mix, that would’ve been great.

      I’d thought I’d loved her at the time. In the years that had followed, I’d questioned that assumption more than once. If I ever got seriously involved with anyone again, I wouldn’t make the same mistake. I’d have to be sure that I loved her, and not only the idea of being with someone for the rest of my life and creating a family with them.

      In the meantime, my hand would have to do.

      I sighed and rubbed my wet hair absently while getting dressed. Sweats and a T-shirt for now. Better clothes would have to wait until the messy part of the morning was over.

      The girls were still lying in bed in Allie’s bedroom, chatting and giggling in their pajamas while combing some dolls’ hair. Hearing my little girl sound so happy and carefree was like music to my ears. I leaned in the doorway, watching them for a minute before clearing my throat to announce myself.

      “Good morning, girls,” I said cheerfully. “How’d you sleep?”

      Allie’s bedroom had been decorated in colors she’d chosen. It looked like the inside of a princess play-castle with walls painted in lavender and marshmallow pink. Her four-poster bed was made up with a pink comforter with a large unicorn on it, and bookshelves, toys, and a dollhouse took up the rest of the space.

      She jumped out of bed to give me a hug, but Katie looked unsure about what to do. Freezing with the doll in one hand and the brush in the other, her blue eyes widened as they darted from mine to Allie and back again.

      “Good morning,” she said tentatively. “I had a lot of fun. Thank you for having me.”

      I smiled. “You’re welcome, honey. The fun isn’t over yet, though. How would you two like to help me bake an apple pie?”

      Allie giggled some more before glancing at her friend. “Dad is an awful cook. Come on. Watching him will be funny.”

      I rolled my eyes but clutched my chest in mock hurt. “That’s why I always order the actual food for dinner. I won’t make our family suffer for my shortcomings, but you don’t have to point it out.”

      She slid her arm around my waist and squeezed, tilting her head back to look at me. “You have other talents, Daddy.”

      “Thanks.” I winked at her, then looked back up to wave Katie over. “Come, well-mannered, kind child. Ignore this one. She loves to sass me.”

      Katie chuckled and climbed out of bed. “I like sassy people. Laurie’s sassy too.”

      She didn’t need to tell me that. I was already well aware. It caught my attention that she’d called her mom by her name, but I knew there were some families who preferred doing things that way. Maybe I was old fashioned, but I was perfectly fine with being called Dad. Thank you very much.

      The girls followed me to the kitchen where they helped me bake the pie. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t go very well.

      My lack of culinary skills was so obvious that even the kids laughed at how horrible the melted, gooey, sad-looking pie turned out. All three of us stood side by side in front of the counter once it was out of the oven, our heads cocked and hands on our hips.

      “Well, that could’ve gone better,” I said finally, checking the time before lowering my arms to my sides. “It’s almost eleven. You guys should go pack up Katie’s stuff so she’ll be ready when Laurie gets here. I’ll clean up and see if I can do anything to save this mess.”

      They nodded and ran back to Allie’s room while I sighed and wondered if it was too late to add a pie to my order for dinner. I got the kitchen cleaned and set out the serving platters that I’d need later, checking the time again once I was done.

      A frisson of annoyance ran through me when I realized Laurie was late. I pulled my phone out of my pocket to call her when it rang with a call from her.

      “I’m so sorry,” she rushed before I could say a thing. “I have an emergency meeting I have to get to and my parents are busy at their store. I’m so embarrassed and I never usually do these kinds of things, but is it okay if I pick Katie up after the meeting?”

      My annoyance grew tenfold. I’d told her I had a dinner to prepare for. It wasn’t like she hadn’t known I would be busy. I didn’t really want to cut her a break after how rude she’d been when she’d dropped Katie off, but I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath through my nose, and nodded.

      “Yeah, sure. Just be here before four. That’s when the guests will arrive.” Just because I didn’t want to cut her a break didn’t mean she didn’t need someone to cut her a little slack. Besides, I could hear she was already in her car.

      What was I going to do? Tell her to turn around and come pick up her kid when I knew she was in a bind? I was an asshole, and I didn’t know what kind of meeting she had, but that sweet little girl didn’t deserve to sit around a conference table on a Saturday when she could be playing. Not even I was that much of an asshole.

      “Thank you. Thank you so, so much.” She sounded stressed before hanging up the phone. I tossed mine down on the granite countertop and braced my palms on the cool surface, letting my head drop between my shoulders as I dragged in another deep breath.

      Great. Now I have to juggle entertaining the girls while prepping the house to have a large Thanksgiving gathering.

      It wouldn’t make a lick of difference to stand there feeling sorry for myself, though. I’d have called Shannon to help out, since I knew she was in town for the dinner, but she was here with whoever her plus-one was, and we hadn’t heard from her at all.

      My parents were only landing from an overseas trip this morning, and the members of our extended family who were coming were generally always busy running around right until it was time to arrive. So it was up to me.

      Thankfully, the girls weren’t toddlers. Maybe I could even convince them to give me a hand. I found them in the TV room, sitting on the rug covering the hardwood flooring around the coffee table. They were building a puzzle they’d started before bedtime, and both of them looked up when I walked in.

      “There’s been a change of plans, Katie. You’re staying with us for a little while longer.”

      “Oh.” She grinned and glanced at Allie. “Is that okay?”

      “It’s awesome.” My daughter clapped her hands and leaned forward toward her friend. “If you stay long enough, you’ll get to meet my mom and Dad’s cousins. We have this dinner before Thanksgiving every year, but then on the day, it’s just the two us.”

      “It’s our tradition,” I said. “We get the best of both worlds. Family and alone time. I’m going to need your help today, though, okay? The caterers will be here in a couple of hours, but we’ve got a lot to do until then.”

      Both girls nodded, but the rest of the day was a bit of a struggle for me. They wanted to help, but eventually, I settled them in with a movie because they kept literally running into the caterers while trying to take trays from them.

      They also packed mini cupcakes on the same plate as some roasted vegetables, which meant the potatoes were now full of icing. Oh, well.

      Later, only about half an hour before we ate, Laurie showed up looking overwhelmed and still frazzled. Her hair was in a ponytail again, but there was more of it that had fallen out than what had stayed up.

      The apples of her cheeks were bright red, and there were mottled blotches of that same flush running down her throat and covering what was visible of her chest. Her eyes were wide and glassy when I opened the door.

      “I’m so sorry about this,” she blurted before I could say a word. Our guests had already arrived, but they were all gathered in the dining room. “I know you had your hands full today and I know you asked me to be here before four. I came as soon as I could. I’m so, so sorry for just throwing Katie on you like this. I’ve never done anything like this. I just…”

      I lifted my hand when she trailed off, shaking my head while giving her what I hoped was a discreet onceover. The woman looked like she’d been put through the wringer.

      There were a hundred things that had popped into my head throughout the day that I’d wanted to say to her, but now that she was here, none of them came to mind.

      “It’s fine,” I said instead of giving her a hard time. “I know you said you didn’t want to be friends, but would you like to stay for dinner? I don’t know what happened to you today, but turkey fixes everything.”

      The girls must have come up behind me at some point because suddenly Katie’s voice rang out from my side. “I had the best, best day. Please can we stay?”

      Laurie’s green eyes lowered to meet Katie’s before she nodded slowly. “Yeah, sure. Of course. Thank you for inviting us. We’d love to.”

      Well, fuck. I didn’t see that coming.
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      My day had been a total disaster. Not only had I been physically and emotionally hungover after my rough night, but then I’d gotten summoned to Eric’s offices just when I’d been on my way out the door to pick up Katie.

      True to form, he’d made me wait for hours even though he’d told me it was urgent. Every time I threatened to leave, his receptionist simply shrugged and said, “It’s your lawsuit he wants to update you on. If you don’t want to hear it, that’s on you.”

      In the end, it hadn’t even really been an update. He still wasn’t able to tell me much about the actual case, but had gone into painstaking detail about how expensive this kind of litigation was.

      Money.

      That was what the “emergency meeting” had been about. He either couldn’t or wouldn’t answer me when I asked what’d happened to the substantial sum I’d already paid him, and then we’d gotten into it when I told him I needed to see something done before I would just blindly transfer more money.

      I’d cried all the way to Jacob’s fancy building and had barely been able to stop while I steeled myself to see the arrogant asshole. The last thing I’d expected was to be invited in for dinner. I would’ve refused because even though it was a kind offer, I didn’t want to intrude.

      That only lasted until I saw the hopeful, pleading expression on Katie’s face. As much as I didn’t want to intrude, I didn’t want to disappoint her either.

      Jacob looked more than a little surprised when I accepted, but he opened the door wider to let me in and stepped back. “Welcome to our humble abode, Laurie. Can I get you a drink?”

      I nearly gaped at him. Since when did he sound so amicable? Nodding dumbly while frowning at the warm light in his eyes, I pulled Katie into my arms to hug her hello. “I’ll have whatever is easiest.”

      “There’s wine on the table, as well as water and juice.” He motioned us farther into their home, and I got my first good look around.

      This place is huge for downtown. It was gorgeous too. Original hardwood flooring shone beneath my feet. Expensive art decorated the walls, but it was interspersed with so many photographs of him and Allie and others I didn’t know that it made their entrance feel cozy and homey instead of like a museum.

      There was a sweeping staircase on one side of the space, and directly in front of me, the place seemed to open up. As he led us deeper, I realized there was nothing humble about their abode.

      Sure, it was warm and homey, but it was also spacious and modern. “You have a beautiful home.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled, and it actually seemed genuine. “The kitchen is through there and there’s a guest bathroom down the hall. If that’s occupied, you can use any of the bathrooms upstairs.”

      Their kitchen was large and squeaky clean, which seemed surprising for a guy who was about to host a Thanksgiving dinner and had been taking care of two kids all day. Another intense wave of guilt came over me, but it was quickly replaced by nerves when I heard voices filtering in through my awe of the place.

      We walked into a dining room big enough to have dancing lessons in. A massive table covered with a white linen cloth and laden with food took up the center of the space. Every seat around it was occupied with people talking, laughing, and drinking.

      One wall was covered by a farm-style buffet and server, while another was entirely made of glass. Soft light shone in through the floor-to-ceiling windows but also from an industrial type of chandelier hanging above the table.

      I really love what he’s done with the place. I also really wouldn’t have expected his house to look like this.

      A statuesque blonde in a forest green shift dress caught my attention when she suddenly let out a loud burst of laughter. When Jacob made the introductions a minute later and said she was his ex, I nearly fainted. The other people present were friends and extended family, and they quickly fell into the easy rhythm of conversation that’d been interrupted when we’d walked in.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Laurie,” Shannon said, standing up to pull me into a hug instead of shaking my hand. “I had a chat with the girls earlier. Katie is lovely. I’m glad Allie has found a friend like her.”

      “Thank you. So am I.” My eyes widened when I realized what that sounded like. “I mean, I’m glad Katie found a friend like Allie.”

      Meanwhile, Jacob and an older man with silver hair but a bone structure to kill for dragged another chair to the table. Apparently, Katie already had a seat. I learned the man was his father, and I flushed when he kissed the back of my hand.

      “I’m glad you’re joining us,” he said cheerfully. “The more the merrier. Meet my wife, Jackie.”

      The woman who stood up to greet me was also gorgeous and elegantly dressed. Meeting his parents immediately made it clear where Jacob had gotten his looks from, but I also suddenly realized that this was not a jeans and T-shirt kind of family dinner.

      Jacob himself was in charcoal slacks and a pressed white shirt. His sleeves were rolled up and the top few buttons undone, but he still looked swanky as hell.

      “I’m so sorry I’m underdressed,” I whispered to him before he told Shannon to move over to make space for my chair.

      He grinned at me. Again. Maybe he’d had some wine and that was why he was suddenly so friendly. It was a marked improvement on his usual personality.

      “It’s no problem. There’s no dress code here.” He gestured me into the empty chair he’d brought in, which also happened to be right between him at the head of the table and his ex that had been sitting at the first seat on the left.

      Neither of them seemed to mind when I sat down between them, though. It was then that I noticed her hand was on the leg of the man on her other side.

      She smiled when I sat down. “This is Craig.”

      “Craig is Shannon’s boyfriend,” Jacob said. “She was just about to tell us how she met him.”

      She turned her gorgeous face toward Craig, her brown eyes filled with stars when she glanced at me while she spoke. “He’s one of the chiropractors at my office. We’ve only been together a couple of months, but I wanted him to meet the family. I think he might just be a keeper.”

      Craig flashed his pearly white teeth when he smiled back at her. “I already know you’re a keeper.”

      The two bent their heads together and he rubbed his nose against hers. Embarrassed that I was witnessing such an intimate moment between them, I averted my gaze and found myself looking at Jacob by accident.

      Okay, maybe not by complete accident. I was curious to see how he was taking their overt display of affection. He was chuckling, though. It didn’t seem to bother him at all to see Allie’s mother locked in a moment with another man.

      “Where are you staying?” Jackie asked Shannon from the other side of the table. “Don’t tell me you checked into a hotel again.”

      “I did,” she said, turning away from her boyfriend with flushed cheeks and a love-drunk smile. “We didn’t want to inconvenience Jacob by staying here.”

      “It wouldn’t have been a problem,” he said graciously, “but you already know that. I’m glad you two are happy. Chiropractor, huh? What’s that like?”

      Jacob made easy conversation with Shannon and her boyfriend, seamlessly including me while he chatted. “Shannon lives in New York now,” he said for my benefit at one point. At another, it was, “She’s got stellar administrative skills. I’m sure she’s doing a great job as a practice manager.”

      Craig seemed to relax as the evening wore on. If I had to guess, I’d be willing to bet he hadn’t expected to be so warmly welcomed by Shannon’s ex and his family.

      Welcome to the club, buddy.

      Based on the assumptions I’d made about him, I really wouldn’t have pegged him as the kind of person who was so kind and reasonable with his ex. He was really mature in the way he handled her and the boyfriend.

      “Tell us about you, Laurie,” his mother said, interrupting my musings about the enigma Jacob was proving to be. “Katie’s a lovely girl. Allie’s really hit it off with her. I haven’t seen them leaving each other’s side once since we arrived.”

      “Neither have I.” I smiled when I noticed the two girls were gone from the table again. I spotted them playing with something I couldn’t see in the living area in the next room. “Their friendship is definitely blooming. It’s really cool to see it happening.”

      “That, it is,” his father agreed. “The innocence of children is always something to admire. If they like each other, they get along like a house on fire with no questions asked or reservations based on assumptions.”

      Wow. Can this man read minds? I didn’t think so and his tone was so jovial that I doubted it’d been a stab aimed at me.

      In fact, as the evening wore on, I began to doubt more and more that Jacob had told them how I’d treated him before. Not even the man himself was anything less than one hundred percent welcoming.

      I still felt embarrassed and like I took advantage of him, but I was also really starting to enjoy myself.

      “What would you like to know about me?” I asked Jackie, already dreading her questions.

      Jacob surprised me by jumping in first, and as if he knew not to delve too deeply into what had already been a shitty day, he kept things light and easy. “What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m an author,” I said. Or at least, I used to be one when I could still write. “Mostly young-adult, fantasy stuff but I dabble in new adult too.”

      “So you actually have readers?” His eyes flashed in amused surprise, and his brows rose, but then he sat forward and started talking to me about books. The one thing I would always be willing and eager to talk about.

      “Have you got anything Allie and I should read? I’m part of the parents’ book club at the school, but my God, are we in need of better material than what those people suggest.”

      I laughed, and dinner flew by after that. Before I knew it, everyone else had said goodbye and trickled out pair by pair, and eventually, it was just us left.

      I helped Jacob bring the dishes to the kitchen, figuring it was the least I could do. He was covering up leftovers when I walked in with the last of the empty dessert plates.

      “Thank you for inviting us to stay,” I said. “I had a really rough day. It was nice to have a good meal and meet your family. They’re great people.”

      “We’re glad we could do something to make your day a little better. Did the turkey fix it?” He gave me a teasing grin, but it was a friendly one instead of a smug or I-told-you-so one. The reddish hues in his eyes were warm, and the corners had only two small creases beside them.

      I nodded, my mouth drying up when I realized how close we’d suddenly gotten to each other. “Dinner was fantastic. The turkey didn’t fix it, but it sure made it feel a lot more fixable.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he offered, pushing away from the counter just as I started to pass behind him to get to the dishwasher.

      “No, that’s okay,” I said, so focused on trying to avoid having to talk about my day that I didn’t notice him moving back until it was too late.

      We ended up bumping into each other, and neither of us backed up right away. Our gazes caught, and I stared up at him while he did the same with me. I was suddenly transfixed by him, getting lost in the depths of his eyes while noticing little things about his features I’d missed before.

      There was a tiny healed scar on the outside of his eyebrow and the slightest bit of a crookedness to his nose. A dusting of incredibly light freckles covered his upper cheeks, and the sweet smell of sugar from dessert brushed over my skin every time we breathed.

      We moved almost at the same time, his head bending down while I slowly pushed up to my toes. It was like I was being pulled to him by a magnetic force that I couldn’t fight. When his lips were so close to mine that I could almost taste the sweetness I knew I would find there, two loud giggles rang out and suddenly the girls raced into the kitchen.

      I jumped away from him like I’d been burned, and I whirled around to look at Katie. “We should go, hon. We’ve taken up enough of your friend’s time today.”

      “The night is still young.” Jacob’s voice was a lot more breathy than usual before he cleared his throat. “Why don’t you stay for some coffee?”

      I shook my head. All I wanted to do was run in the opposite direction.

      What am I doing? This was not the time for me to get distracted or to make things more complicated in my life.

      Besides, I didn’t even like this guy. Well, I hadn’t.

      Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Which is yet another reason to get the hell away from him before I do something I’m going to regret. “Thank you so much for the offer, but it’s getting late. We really should head home.”

      His gaze lingered on mine, but eventually, he dipped his head in acknowledgment. “We’ll walk you out. It was good to see you, Laurie. We hope to see you again soon.”

      “Sure,” I lied. “We’ll set something up for the girls soon.”

      Once I get a hold of these crazy feelings I suddenly have, I added silently. Feelings I definitely shouldn’t be having, especially not about you.
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      “Friday, Black Friday,” I sang under my breath as I entered the chaos of the store. I knew those weren’t the exact words to the real song I was using the tune of, but they still fit.

      It was absolute fucking madness at the mall, and this shop hadn’t been exempted. There were people everywhere, and each and every single one of them meant business. Their jaws were set, their shoulders squared, and their eyes narrowed as they prepared to fight for whatever it was they wanted.

      I felt like I’d entered a battleground that someone had forgotten to signpost properly. It would all be worth it once I got what I came for, and I wasn’t leaving without it.

      There was a limited-edition doll in there with my name on it, even if no one else knew it yet. Allie had been talking about it for ages. She needed the doll to complete her collection, and it was the only thing she’d brought up at all when I’d asked her what she wanted for Christmas.

      A couple of weeks ago, I’d looked it up online. I tried placing an order so I wouldn’t have to brave the crowds on a day like today. Unfortunately for me, I’d just received an email last night that my order hadn’t been processed.

      I didn’t know what had taken the shop so long, but it came down to the fact that they were having trouble meeting the demand and wouldn’t be accepting any orders for the doll until after Christmas.

      Obviously, after Christmas wasn’t acceptable to me. I might not get the doll if I didn’t get it right away, and I wasn’t taking that chance. My little girl deserved the best, and this was the best present I could get her.

      It was also the worst possible day of the year to be out shopping.

      I surveyed the utter chaos around me, trying to come up with a plan of attack. Unlike most other people in there, I’d come for one item and one item only.

      All around me, there were shopping carts filled to the brim. Shoppers were fighting and crashing into one another, yelling and trying to grab things out of other people’s hands.

      I cracked my neck. If anyone thought they were prying that doll out of my hands once I found it, they were sorely mistaken.

      I hadn’t been expecting to have to brawl over it, but I would if I needed to. Deciding to stick to the outer aisles, I slowly made my way to the toys instead of trying to elbow through the clusterfuck around the checkout registers and along the discount aisles in the middle of the store.

      Think like a ninja. I’d watched so many martial arts movies that I felt like I’d spent my life preparing for this moment. This is it, Parker. It’s time to step up and be a hero. A shopping hero, but that still qualifies.

      Blending in with the crowd wasn’t as difficult as it might have been if every person there wasn’t so completely focused on their own goals. I dodged people racing each other to get to certain products, nearly getting my foot run over by a man with a massive lawnmower in his cart.

      I winced. That would’ve hurt.

      Although from the looks of things, it seemed inevitable that I was going to be leaving this store with an injury. Just when I realized it, I walked past a woman clutching her bleeding nose and yelling curses at a man walking away with a smug smile and some kind of contraption I didn’t recognize.

      What the fuck is wrong with people? It seemed they’d all lost their minds.

      Security approached the woman, and I heard them directing her to a medic over the din. It smelled like sweat and desperation, and with all the yelling happening, I could barely hear myself think.

      Several people scowled at me when I passed them, like shooting me their best attempts at a death glare would dissuade me from picking a fight with them. Paying so much attention to the people around me made me accidentally overshoot my target and landed me in the clothing section, which was like a fucking bloodbath.

      Oh, God. There are wedding dresses here. Abort. Abort.

      Women, men, and even children fought like rabid dogs over everything from discounted sweaters, to prom dresses, to suits, to sneakers. For a moment, all I could do was watch the mayhem around me.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh, run, or be horrified. The scene playing out in front of me was hilarious, but it was also scary to see how people lost their minds over special prices.

      When I eventually reached the toy section, I realized the fights over everything else was child’s play compared to what was going on there. I was nearly swallowed whole by throngs of mothers fighting over toys for their children.

      Some of them seemed to have grown their nails for the entire year in preparation for this day. Clearly, I’m an amateur.

      I hadn’t worn heels, hadn’t grown my nails, and hadn’t brought a purse filled with rocks to swing at people’s heads. All I had was my charm and wit, but that wouldn’t get me anything there.

      “Excuse me,” I murmured as I edged my way through the moms. It’s going to be worth it. It’s going to be worth it. It’s going to be—

      My thoughts got cut off by the sharp jab of an elbow to my ribs. “Ow, fuck.”

      “You’re not excused,” a particularly scary-looking woman snarled at me. “I was here first. Get in line, buster.”

      “I’m not even here for a drone.” I rolled my eyes at her. On the other hand, maybe I should reach out and get a fucking drone now just because.

      The woman looked like she’d be ready to take on a linebacker, though. Nah, not worth the holdup having to fight over something I don’t even want.

      I hadn’t even moved three paces before a high heel came down on my toe, but I didn’t know who it belonged to. All over, there were women trying to grab stuff over the others’ heads.

      Fuck being ready to take on linebackers. These women were ready to take on entire football teams and win.

      They scratched and clawed, screamed and cursed. My head snapped back as I took an open palm to my jaw, my ear suddenly ringing and my skin stinging from the strike. I shook it off, searching for the culprit to demand an explanation before I realized I’d simply been caught in the crossfire.

      Two ladies—although the Victorian era writers would’ve described them in far more colorful terms—were going at it over a set of building blocks. I knew those sets could get expensive, but it really wasn’t necessary to slap someone over it, was it?

      These people are crazy!

      Going shopping on Black Friday was more dangerous than playing football in high school. The only thing that propelled me forward through it all was imagining the look on Allie’s face on Christmas morning when she opened that doll.

      She would be super surprised, and her joy was worth waiting in line, getting beaten up, and all the bruises I’d have when I got out of there.

      In order to get out of there, though, I needed to get to the doll and that obviously wasn’t going to be easy. I had to find that Zen place inside myself to get the determination I needed, so I took a deep breath and tried to remember the last time the world around me had quieted.

      The moment that jumped out at me was a surprising one. It was one from last weekend when Laurie and I had gotten caught up in that weird “will they, won’t they” situation in the kitchen.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d wanted to kiss someone that badly. It was like I’d tumbled into her eyes and hadn’t been able to find my way out. None of how I’d reacted had been familiar to me. I wasn’t used to being held immobile by someone’s gaze. I definitely wasn’t used to having thoughts like nothing else matters except for kissing her right now.

      I didn’t know if I wanted to get used to it either. There was a kind of powerlessness to the feeling of getting sucked into a woman that way. I’d had no control over it. My body and brain had been completely consumed by her.

      All the naughty thoughts I’d had about her since we’d met had come tumbling back in that moment, and with the dream still so fresh in my mind, I’d been so desperate to get her up to my bed that I’d even forgotten there were children in the house.

      Who does that?

      Me. That was who. Well, only when Laurie was around, it seemed. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before.

      Grabbing onto that moment, I made my way down the packed aisle. It was like I had blinders on. All my attention was on one box and one box only. I could only see it every so often when the sea of people would move one way or another, but it was there.

      A purple and turquoise box that I recognized from the picture on the website I’d tried ordering it on. Elation filled my heart when I realized that meant that I’d made it on time. They still had stock, and I was about to make all my little girl’s Christmas dreams come true.

      A grin broke out across my face. My hair was pulled, my arm was scratched, but I was doing it. I was getting there. I felt like what I imagined an elite athlete felt like when they realized they were about to take Olympic Gold, and it was glorious.

      Only a few more steps to go, and I would emerge victorious in the Great Battle of Black Friday. Suck on that, losers.
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      Nobody sane went shopping on Black Friday. If even websites crashed, it was pure insanity to go to an actual brick-and-mortar store. Yet here I am, out shopping on Black Friday for a damn toy.

      Not even the almighty Internet could escape this day unscathed, and I usually wouldn’t even dream about venturing near any shop, but Katie wanted this doll so badly. I knew it would make her smile on Christmas, and I was desperate to make that happen, so I was willing to take the pain and suffering to risk getting it for her today.

      Christmas hadn’t been a joyous occasion for her since Katherine passed away. My parents and I pulled out all the stops every year, but it was really damn difficult when Kat had been absolutely in love with the festive season.

      She was one of those people who dusted off her Christmas music in October, had the tree up and decorated by mid-November, and believed the only way to do Christmas was to celebrate the whole of December.

      Her house had smelled like cookies all month. There was always a jug of eggnog in the kitchen, and no ugly Christmas sweater had gone to waste if she was the one who owned it.

      It was really, really difficult to try reaching a bar that had been set that high. I wasn’t even trying to compete with her and I never would. I just wanted to do something that would make Christmas special for Katie again.

      And this doll was it.

      Well, this doll was part of it. Katherine’s tree was going up this year since it was in the stuff that had been in storage. Mom and Dad were coming to help us put it up.

      Our embroidered stockings were going up on the fireplace, I’d found a recipe for cinnamon cookies online, and I’d even ordered us new funny sweaters for Christmas day. There were too many things out of my control at the moment.

      Christmas and trying to make it as special and memorable as I possibly could was firmly within my control, and I planned on controlling the heck out of it. The doll was an integral part of all that.

      Or so I’d thought until I finally made my way to the toy aisle of the store I was in. This was a stupid idea. I shouldn’t have left it this late.

      But I’d kind of lost track of time and now it was either brave the mosh pit that was the toy aisle or fail my mission. I’d already had to fight my way this far into the store, and failing wasn’t an option. As afraid as I was to commit to going in, I had no other option.

      I’d checked on the website before I’d come to the mall, and according to the information on there, they still had some units of the doll in stock. Or, at least, they’d had some units of the doll in stock.

      It wasn’t inconceivable that they were sold out by now, but I’d come as early as I could. Katie was with Mom and Dad, and now all I had to do was brave all those people down that aisle to get her what she wanted most.

      I went to lift my foot to take my first step toward the dolls, but it wouldn’t move. Crowds and tight spaces had never been my thing, and now I had to enter tight spaces created by a crowd. It was less than ideal.

      My pulse spiked at the sheer amount of people between me and the doll. What if I freak out when I get down there and nobody lets me out and I fall and get trampled to death?

      It could happen. I’d read enough news articles about the weird shit that happened on Black Friday that I knew nothing was impossible. I could get killed over a doll, and where would Katie go then? She’d have to deal with losing me too. So would my parents. They’re too old to raise another child.

      Before I fell all the way down that rabbit hole, I shook my head at myself. Don’t be ridiculous. People are crazy on Black Friday, but they’re not that bad.

      After taking a few deep calming breaths, I forced myself to move. All I had to do was to tough it out. I could do that for Katie.

      The only upside to having taken the approach that I had from the front of the shop was that I was on the side of the aisle closest to the dolls. I’d bypassed the hectic traffic for the cash registers by remaining on the outside of them. Then I’d looped around the side of the last one to get in. I had to duck beneath the partition, but it had been at about waist height and only an inch wide, so that’d gone fine.

      I’d mentally congratulated myself on my good thinking, but it hadn’t meant that I got to skip the crowds in their entirety. There were only a few feet between me and the dolls, though. A ton of people might occupy those few feet, but I’d get in and out in a jiffy.

      People bumped into me once I entered the aisle. I made myself as small as I could while muttering under my breath. “It’s called personal space, people. Some of us like to have it.”

      An employee appeared at the top of the aisle with a megaphone, raising it to her lips to try calm people down, but nobody seemed to be listening. “Attention shoppers. Can I have your attention please? If everyone would move in an orderly fashion and refrain from violence, you’ll all get what you came for and no one will get hurt.”

      Exactly. That lady knew what she was talking about. It made a lot more sense to simply calm down, wait patiently, and move in a line. Get what you want. Get out.

      Apparently, she and I were the only ones with that idea. Most people ignored her, but a couple hollered insults in her direction.

      One woman with a cart filled with toy boxes and a year’s supply of tampons stepped away from the shelf, and suddenly, I could see the dolls. If only someone would make space for her so she, her toys, and her tampons could skedaddle, I’d almost be able to reach the box I wanted.

      So close. As if the universe itself had heard my pleading thought, the woman managed to find a spot to squeeze through and I slid into the one she had vacated. Yes. I did it. I actually did it. I’m the best aunt and godmother in the whole wide world. Katie’s going to be so—

      Another hand closed around the other side of the box as soon as I touched the side nearest to me. I yanked my gaze up properly for the first time since setting foot into this aisle and found myself looking into a gorgeous, familiar pair of brown eyes.

      Oh no. Not him. Anyone but him. All I could think of when I looked into his eyes was the insane chemistry that had flowed between us the last time I’d been this close to his face. I’d spent all the time between then and now telling myself it had been my imagination playing tricks on me and that there was no way I’d really felt what I’d thought I had.

      One second in his orbit and I knew that had all been a lie. The chemistry was there, and it made me want to tangle my fingers in his hair and kiss him right there in the middle of the mob.

      Jacob smirked when he recognized me, and it was like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over my head.

      “It’s you,” he said, repeating the same words from Halloween. “Imagine that. How are you, Laurie?”

      “I’d be better if you let go of the toy I’m getting Katie for Christmas.” I glared at him. “How are you?”

      He chuckled, not seeming nearly as tense as I was about being in such a big crowd. The bottom of his jaw was slightly redder than the rest of his skin, and there was a scrape on the forearm connected to the hand holding the box.

      “See, that’s funny. I’m not going to let go because this happens to be the doll I’m getting Allie for Christmas.”

      I broke eye contact with him to glance at the shelf, praying to see another box sticking out behind this one. But, of course, that would’ve made things too easy.

      “This seems to be the last one,” I said.

      “I noticed. Why don’t you go ask that nice lady who was just screaming at everyone to calm down if she’s got another one in the back? That way, you’ll also go home with what you wanted today.”

      “No thanks. I have a better plan.” I tightened my grip on the box. “Why don’t you go ask her about more stock in the back?”

      He shook his head and chuckled again, but the sound was darker this time. “No way. I’ve just come from up there and I’m not going back. Do you have any idea how brutal it is at the electronic toys around there? I got slapped.”

      “Oh, I thought that might just have been because of your personality.”

      He snorted. “You didn’t seem to mind my personality so much on Saturday.”

      “Temporary insanity.” I waved my free hand. “Just like my bright idea of coming shopping on Black Friday.”

      “Insanity is one explanation for it, I suppose.” His eyes locked on mine, and I had to grab onto the world with both mental hands to keep it from melting away again. “Regardless, I’m getting this doll for Allie. Sorry, Laurie. You’re going to have to go find another one at a different shop.”

      “Katie has wanted this doll for ages,” I said, my tone imploring but not begging. “It’s all she’s been talking about. It’s not even December yet and she’s already written Santa about it.”

      “Allie’s been talking about it just as much. I’m not in the business of disappointing my daughter, and she would be extremely disappointed if this doll wasn’t under the Christmas tree this year.”

      “So would Katie,” I said. “She would be devastated. Normally, I would let you have it, but I’m afraid I won’t find it again and I can’t wrap my head around not having this doll on Christmas morning. I’ll do anything to make that little girl smile, and this year, this is it.”

      A devious look appeared in his eye and the edges of his lips twitched. “Anything, huh? Okay, I can work with that.”

      “What?” My eyebrows mashed together. “What do you mean you can work with that?”

      That doesn’t sound good. Or did it sound too good? I would’ve screwed my eyes shut to try and get a moment of clarity to clear up the confusion, something I wouldn’t get while still looking into his eyes, but I wasn’t losing sight of him right then.

      Not because he was hot but because he really did look devious and I wasn’t letting him grab the toy right out from underneath me.

      “I mean that I’ll let the doll go on one condition—a date,” he said, slowly withdrawing his hand and opening his fingers to show me his palm. “You and me. On a date. Within the next month.”

      “A date?” I scoffed.

      He nodded. “You can keep the doll in exchange for a date. Just a minute ago, you said you’d do anything. This doesn’t seem so bad in comparison to all the things I could’ve asked for.”

      I rolled my eyes and released the toy. “I’m sorry. I should’ve clarified. I’m not an escort, and if I was, my time would cost a hell of a lot more than this toy.”

      His face fell. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Save it.” I spun around and marched out, cursing him as I went. This time, people cleared out of my way. Not even Black Friday shoppers were crazy enough to mess with a girl who looked half as pissed off as I had to look right then.
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      Absolute fucking chaos. I wiped my brow when I left the store and resolved never to go shopping on Black Friday again. Next year, I was buying Christmas presents by September and hiding them in a closet.

      When I got to my car, there were already six more lined up to take my spot and I was parked blocks away from the mall. I dropped the doll on the seat next to me, but I felt strangely disappointed that I’d gotten it instead of the date.

      I actually had really wanted the date. Who’d have thought?

      Getting back to the office was a welcome reprieve. We were far enough away from the big shops that we didn’t even see the traffic, and everything here seemed weirdly calm after the madness of the mall.

      Dannie grinned when I got to her desk. For once, she hadn’t been waiting for me. Then again, maybe it wasn’t that strange. I was about two and a half hours later than usual.

      “Did you get the doll you went out for?” she asked. I’d texted her earlier to tell her not to expect me early and why.

      I nodded. “It was mayhem. A never to be repeated bout of madness that I will write about in my memoir, but I emerged as the victor.”

      “You always do.” She bumped playfully into my side. “I never doubted you.”

      John turned the corner, his calculating gaze making quick work of my injuries. “Oh, you went shopping. Terrible idea, Jacob. What were you thinking?”

      “That Allie wanted a doll and I had to get it for her.” I sighed. “I’m not sure the doll was worth it.”

      I’d never be able to forget the look on Laurie’s face before she turned around and stomped away. If I added the rest of my injuries to the equation, I just wasn’t sure it’d been worth it at all.

      Allie wanted the doll, but would she have wanted it at the cost of disappointing her friend and seeing her father injured? Having had the time to think about it, I didn’t think she would.

      John chuckled and slapped my shoulder. “I’ve been there. The things we do for our kids, huh? Do you have anything urgent going on? I’m about to go enjoy my turkey sandwich on the roof if you’d like to join me.”

      “You brought leftover turkey too?” I laughed. “Big surprise. I think everyone in the office has leftover turkey sandwiches today.”

      “Mine has a chocolate glaze,” Dannie said from my side, her nose wrinkling. “I’ve never had it that way before, but it works. In a really unexpected way.”

      John grimaced at her while shooting me a what the fuck look. “Rather you than me. Mine is all traditional.”

      “So the roof, you say?” I asked. “Sounds good. Let me put my things away, and I’ll meet you up there.”

      He nodded, and Dannie followed me to the office and then upstairs. Only the three of us were on our little rooftop since it was still about an hour before lunch.

      John’s dad had made a sanctuary up there when he’d been the senior partner. There was a fountain, benches, potted trees, and an awning that provided shade.

      “How was your Thanksgiving?” I asked once we were all seated and unwrapping our respective sandwiches.

      John chuckled. “Two of my daughters are pregnant. Having them in the same room at the same time is bad enough, but then their little sister had to use the occasion to announce that she, too, is expecting. They went nuts.”

      “Lots of baby talk?” I assumed.

      He pressed his lips into a thin line, but there was still some humor in the crinkles of his features. “You’d think there would be, but no. Sibling rivalry is alive and kicking. They’re terribly competitive.”

      “Coming from a long line of lawyers?” I pretended to gape. “Whoever would’ve thought they’d have a competitive streak in them?”

      “You can laugh now. Yours is still young.” He pointed his sandwich at me. “Give it time. You’ll rue the day you ever made fun of sibling rivalry among daughters. It was scary. Who knew canary yellow and sunshine yellow could spark such debates?”

      Dannie’s brow wrinkled and she lifted her hand. “Uh, I did? There’s a big difference. Especially in a nursery.”

      “Save it,” I said jokingly. “I have a feeling he’s heard these arguments before.”

      John hung his head before he shook it, giving Dannie a smile when he looked up at her from beneath the silver hair falling across his forehead. “All of it and then some. Let’s talk about how it went with you instead.”

      “My sister brought a duck,” Dannie said, completely deadpan. “Apparently, he’s an emotional support animal, which would have been fine except my sister doesn’t need emotional support. She’s just a cow, and her duck is the devil reincarnate. He spent the entire meal attacking people’s Achilles tendons.”

      “It sounds like your day might have been a touch more horrific than mine.” John finally lifted his head again and took a bite of his food.

      We talked about Thanksgiving and joked about each other’s stories for a bit before John sighed, looking around wistfully. “The only thing we need right now is a cup of coffee. I should install a station up here. That could be my legacy.”

      “You mean that could be your legacy apart from the fact that the firm is stronger than it’s ever been?” Dannie laughed. “I think your legacy is safe, sir.”

      I was the only one finished with my lunch, so I decided I might as well fall on my sword one more time today. “I’ll go get us some drinks. You guys finish eating. We need to be productive at some point, and I definitely need a strong coffee to get to that point.”

      Both nodded their agreement, and I left them on the roof before ambling down the street to a small bistro we frequented. I didn’t know how many people had taken the day off, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to bring some extras back to the office.

      After placing an order for a few plain, basic teas and coffees, I went outside to the sidewalk to wait. There was a window I could collect my takeout order from, and it was filling up fast inside as we got closer to lunch time.

      I’d barely hit the sidewalk when I noticed Laurie’s car at the curb. She was sitting behind the steering wheel, her head buried in her hands. I took a few steps closer out of curiosity before I noticed her shoulders shaking.

      Ice spread through my bloodstream. She was most definitely not the type to sit in her car crying because she’d lost a doll to me that morning.

      I knew I should leave her be. She wouldn’t talk to me, of all people, about what had made her cry. Especially not when she was so upset that she was curled into herself and had her forehead pressed against the wheel.

      Moving toward her without having decided to do it, I was tapping on her window before I could help myself. This is Katie’s mom. Allie’s friend’s mom. I can’t just let her bawl her eyes out and pretend not to see her.

      My reasoning rang as a lie even to my own ears, but then she was wiping her tears and rolling the window down a crack. Her expression turned hard and defiant when she saw me. “What do you want?”

      “What’s wrong?” I ignored her anger, my brows pulling together when I saw the raw pain in her eyes. “Did someone hurt you?”

      “Yes, but not in the way you’re thinking.” Her tone was flat. “You obviously know many lawyers. Tell me, are all of you complete useless assholes, or are there actually some decent ones around?”

      “That might’ve been hurtful if I was the type to get offended by lawyer jokes.” I lowered my head to look into her puffy eyes, bracing my hands against the roof of her car as I leaned over. “There are plenty of decent ones around if you know where to look. Why don’t you tell me what’s happening, and I’ll see if I can point you in the right direction?”

      Her nose was red, her eyelids swollen, and cheeks stained with tears, but somehow, she still didn’t look defeated. That silent strength was still there in the way she flicked her watery gaze from one of my eyes to the other, the wheels in her head turning so hard I could practically hear them.

      A minute later, she threw her hands up and huffed out a humorless laugh. “Oh, what the hell? Why not? It’s not like talking to you can make it worse.”

      Now there’s some glowing praise if I’ve ever heard it. Instead of saying anything out loud though, I simply cocked an eyebrow and made a rolling motion with my finger.

      “I’m in a lawsuit against a huge movie company,” she said, her voice strained as the words came out of her faster and faster until they were all rolling into one another and she wasn’t even breathing between them anymore.

      “I might not know much about lawyers or litigation, but I’m sure that my lawyer is screwing me over, and I don’t know what to do about it. I’m just so overwhelmed by everything that I don’t know my ass from my elbow anymore.”

      She kept picking up steam, her hands waving animatedly and her volume rising. “We’ve been in our new house for more than a month and I haven’t even finished unpacking yet. I never understood why people say it’s like your whole life grinds to a halt when you’re involved in something like this, but I do now.”

      Her head shook and she let her eyes flutter closed, a small crease appearing between her brows. “I just need this lawsuit to end, but it doesn’t even seem like it’s started yet. I’ve been in limbo all year, and it’s just too much.”

      My heart was pounding by the time she was done, and my vision swam as blood hammered in my eardrums. This kind of thing was exactly why I’d started practicing law and why I would never stop.

      Fingers curling into fists on the cool metal of her doorframe, I took a deep breath to calm myself down. I’d gotten a lot better at it over the years, but maintaining cool professionalism in the face of my inept colleagues who didn’t give a fuck—and a system that often seemed hellbent on perpetuating injustice even though it was called the justice system—wasn’t always easy.

      “Is it safe to assume that you’re crying because something happened with your lawyer in between when I saw you at the mall and now?”

      Sticking to the facts, finding out what happened, and taking it from there was a tried and tested method of mine. It didn’t matter how rattled I got. If the lawyer was as worked up as the client, we couldn’t be of any use to anyone.

      I ignored the bitterness pushing up inside over the thought that one of my colleagues, in my town, would take advantage of someone like Laurie, and instead, I focused on waiting for her reply.

      It didn’t come immediately, and when it did, it was almost like she had to push the words out. “I went to see him this morning, but as always, he didn’t have time for me. When he finally saw me waiting, he told me I was a burden on him and none of his clients have ever needed as much from him as I do.”

      My teeth ground together. “He said that?”

      “Yep.” She hung her head. “Then he insisted that I leave his office.”

      Pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes, she let out a long exhale. When she spoke again, her voice was so quiet that I hardly heard her. “I’m so ashamed and so confused. I just didn’t think it would be this way, you know?”

      “Yeah,” I said just as quietly. “I do know.” I cleared my throat, and my voice came out stronger. “I don’t like the sound of any of this. Why don’t you come for coffee with me, and you can tell me about your case?”

      “I can’t throw any more good money after bad.” She sighed. “I’m sorry for unloading on you like that, but I just can’t afford another lawyer right now. As it is, mine is asking for more money and I’m not sure I’m going to give it to him.”

      My blood boiled over the fact that she’d been asked for more money while also having been told she was a burden.

      Who is this asshole?

      Before I could consider reporting the latest smear on my profession to the state bar, however, I needed to get through to Laurie. Not to pump her for information on this prick but to see if I could help her.

      And then maybe pump her for the information. I’ll think about it once I know more.

      I took a step away from her vehicle to show her my hands. “I don’t work like that for cases like this. Let me buy you a coffee. You won’t even have to pay for that, and you can tell me about it. If you decide to let me represent you instead of whoever you’ve got now, I won’t ask you for a cent until after I’ve won.”

      “What happens then?” she asked. “You take everything you win?”

      I chuckled darkly, the sound coming out wrong and twisted. “No. You’ll sign an agreement with the firm if you decide to become a client. It outlines, among other things, the fees we will take in the end. There’s nothing hidden. It’s all on there and explained properly in plain language. I can also walk you through it myself.”

      “You’d do that for me?” She frowned. “Why?”

      “Because I might be an asshole, but I’m not an unethical one.” I lifted my arm and glanced at my watch, realizing that the drinks I ordered for the office would be out and cold by now. “What do you say? Can I buy you a coffee? It’s completely obligation free. You don’t even have to sign up with me after. You could just talk to me as a not-friend.”

      She chewed on her lip for a full minute while staring into my eyes before she eventually nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Coffee with a not-friend. I can do that.”
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      Jacob led me to a deli nearby with his hand planted firmly on my lower back. He slid his free hand into the pocket of his slacks and gave me another surprisingly gentle smile.

      “Sorry about the walk. That bistro back there is going to be packed within the next few minutes, and I figured you’d want to talk somewhere a little more private.”

      “Thank you.” My voice was smaller than I wanted it to be, but it didn’t humiliate me like I’d thought it would.

      Who cared about my vocal chords not wanting to work properly when he’d just caught me in the middle of a complete meltdown?

      Also, who’d have thought he would be the one to make me feel better?

      I certainly wouldn’t have. Yet here we are.

      On any other day, I might’ve wondered again if I’d misjudged him. I probably also wouldn’t have accepted his invitation for a coffee and a talk. But today, I was just too exhausted, too emotionally drained, and too defeated to argue much.

      While I’d been sitting in my car, I’d pretty much kissed goodbye my chances of success at even instituting a lawsuit. And with it, I’d waved a mental farewell to my career. It was a definite low point for me, and that was when he’d knocked on my window.

      How’s that for karma?

      We walked in comfortable silence to the diner, and Jacob ordered us coffees before leading me to a table near the back corner. The light filtering in through the windows didn’t reach us there, and the ancient, stained-glass chandelier hanging overhead cast a dull orange glow over us.

      Why is it always easier to talk when it’s not so bright?

      Already, I felt my muscles relaxing and my breathing becoming a bit easier. “Do you bring all your potential new clients to dark and dingy holes in the wall?”

      He shrugged but a ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Don’t you think it’s always easier to talk in the dark?”

      I blinked at how close he came to repeating the exact thought I’d had. “Yeah, it is. You could just flip off the lights in your conference room, though. It might end up being cheaper in the long run than bringing us all here.”

      “I don’t bring everyone here, Laurie,” he said, and it looked like he really meant it. His eyes burned into mine from across the table, and his hand twitched like he’d wanted to reach for mine before he remembered he shouldn’t. “Also, some people might object if I flipped off the lights in the conference room anyway. It wouldn’t do much to put them at ease if their lawyer suddenly cast them into darkness. Either way, this is my friends and family spot. So spill, not-friend. Tell me about it.”

      It wasn’t easy to maintain eye contact. What he was asking me to talk about were things that lived in the deepest, most shadowy parts of my being. They were the cause of my greatest pain, the sources of my greatest insecurities, and he wanted me to just cut myself open and bleed those things all over the table.

      Thank God we’re not under fluorescent lighting at the moment. I didn’t think I’d have been able to do it if I felt like I had a spotlight on me.

      It was difficult enough to find the courage even with Jacob’s solid, calm presence opposite me. He waited patiently for me to start, and when I did, it was that very same presence that kept making it easier and easier to continue.

      “A few years ago, I wrote a series that became more successful than I ever thought it would. It was no Harry Potter, but it did well, and it still has a decent fandom following it. Aside from the original novels, I’ve published novellas and extra scenes in my newsletters. I’ve done some bonus chapters for fans on their birthdays and I’ve done some blog interviews.”

      I dragged in a shuddering breath, wiping my palms on my jeans and pressing them against my thighs in an attempt to keep myself from falling apart. “It’s safe to say that there’s a lot of information out there about the world I built, my characters and their backstories, and also what I thought they would get up to in the future. There’s more than enough to produce a major motion picture without any creative input from me. Several movies actually.”

      Jacob’s gaze was steady. Although he didn’t say anything, the cool, calm confidence he projected that usually annoyed me so much encouraged me to continue now.

      “In the early days, I submitted my manuscript over and over again. When it kept getting rejected, I decided to just publish it myself. It gained traction, and well, here we are. There’s been so much going on in my life the last couple of years that I haven’t been as diligent about things as I used to be. About a year ago, I accidentally came across the first teaser trailer for a new movie that had been released at a convention over that weekend.”

      “It was your story,” he said, quickly deducing the truth. “You didn’t know about the movie at all?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve checked every mailbox I have, every social media notification I might have missed, and even called the post office to ask about any letters I might not have collected. There’s nothing.”

      “I believe you.”

      I didn’t know how much I needed to hear those words until he said them. No one had ever said them to me before. Certainly not Eric fucking Starkey.

      Another sob rose, but I caught it before it broke out of my throat. If he believed me, maybe he would understand the rest of it too. Since he was a father himself, maybe he would even get why I needed to get it over with so urgently.

      “Since the first time I saw that trailer, it feels like my life has been catapulted into a washing machine. I’m in complete upheaval, and it feels like the lawsuit is stopping me from giving anything else my full attention. My work is suffering for it, and I’m constantly so on edge and emotional that I haven’t even been able to finish unpacking.”

      After finally telling him all that, holding nothing back and talking about how it was affecting every other aspect of my life, I felt like I could breathe again. Especially when I noticed the way he was looking at me.

      There was no judgment in his eyes. No judgment, no mockery, and not even a hint of the asshole-ish smirk he loved wearing so much.

      “You have nothing to be embarrassed about, Laurie. Lawsuits work their way into the very fabric of your life, and the stress they can generate festers there. I’ve heard of people having strokes and heart attacks while they’re involved in big cases. Others lose everything simply because the suit itself sucks them so dry that they can’t concentrate on anything else. They become so wrapped up in it that they throw everything they have after it without focusing at all on replenishing what goes into it.”

      “I think I’m standing on that precipice,” I admitted.

      Jacob didn’t even flinch. I might’ve been surprised by my admission but he clearly wasn’t. “I know. The only difference is that you know it too and you’ve stopped yourself from taking the leap.”

      “Only because of Katie. If I didn’t have her to take care of, I think I might have been well on my way to the bank by now.”

      His jaw ticked, and he straightened his spine when he shifted forward on his chair. “Your lawyer asked you for more money, but what has he done for you?”

      “Nothing,” I said simply. “He just keeps telling me he needs more time. It’s been months, and I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “That’s unacceptable,” he said firmly. “I’d really like to help you if you’ll let me.”

      I sat back, excitement clashing with uncertainty in my heart. “Are you trying to get another date or something?”

      He snorted and shook his head. “I know you don’t trust my offer, but I don’t operate that way. I swear it. I can give you hundreds of client references if you want them, and I can have my senior partner sit in on all our consultations.”

      “Why would you do this then?” I studied him carefully, but he gave no external clues about what was going on in his head. “What’s in it for you?”

      “I don’t like seeing people not getting a fair shake, and I think this lawyer is taking advantage of you. Your case sounds like the type many lawyers only ever dream about getting, and he doesn’t deserve you as a client.”

      “According to him, no one deserves me as a client,” I muttered.

      He rolled his eyes, shook his head, and didn’t dignify Eric’s accusation with a response. “You and I can keep things strictly professional. I won’t even mention a date. Let’s wrap this thing up so you can move on.”

      No words had ever sounded so sweet to me. I kept searching his expression while he spoke, and there was no indication at all that he wasn’t being totally sincere.

      If he could ignore whatever moments we’d had in the past, then so could I. He was offering me a gift, and I wasn’t about to throw it back in his face just because we’d gotten off to a rough start and had almost kissed once.

      “Do you really think you’ll be able to wrap it up?” I asked, hating the tendrils of hope that were taking root in every nook and cranny of my chest as much as I loved feeling them there again. God, my emotions are so confused right now.

      Jacob nodded and there wasn’t a shred of doubt to be found anywhere on his features or in his posture. “This is what I do. At the risk of sounding like the complete prick you already think I am, I’m very good at what I do. Some even say I’m the best.”

      Those tendrils of hope became shiny, lit-up threads winding their way between all the cracks that had appeared in my chest over the last year. “Let’s say I’d like to take you up on your offer. Where would we even start?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “You have to fire your lawyer.”

      I stood up, finished the last dregs of my coffee, and squared my shoulders. “I’ll go do it right now.”

      He grinned. “I thought you might. Good luck. We’ll talk more when it’s done.”

      A renewed sense of determination rolled through me while all the light from all that hope warmed my heart. Obviously, I knew Jacob couldn’t fix this overnight, but I also remembered all those things my dad had said about him.

      He might not be able to fix it overnight, but he could fix it. At least a little. Even if he just looked over all the documents and told me I didn’t have a case after all, I’d finally get some closure on this whole thing.

      Writing was funny that way. Sometimes, the words poured out at a mile a minute, and other times, they wouldn’t come at all. Without closure at the very least, I was afraid I would be staring at a blank page on my screen for the rest of my life. The mere thought of never being able to write again was enough to pulverize my very being.

      I couldn’t live without writing, and I’d almost given it up because I had to be practical. But maybe, just maybe, Jacob could help me get my words back.

      The urge to launch myself into his arms and kiss the hell out of him was strong, but we’d just agreed on keeping things strictly professional. It took a lot of effort to wave instead of kissing him like he was every good sign I’d been praying for—which he very well might be—but I managed it eventually.

      Even so, I felt his eyes on my back when I marched out of the restaurant. There was a new spring in my step, and I wasn’t even deterred when Eric’s receptionist tried to stop me from barging into his office.

      He rolled his eyes at me when I burst in. “Didn’t I just tell you I needed some space? I’ll call you when I need to talk, not the other way around.”

      Standing as tall as I could, I grabbed the remote for the TV from his desk and switched the device against his wall off before crossing my arms. I’d paid him enough that he could give me his fucking attention for the five seconds this would take.

      “I don’t think so, Eric,” I said, proud of myself for how sure and composed I sounded. “You’re fired.”

      His eyebrows jumped and he sat up, finally giving me the attention I’d been paying him for all this year. “What?”

      “You heard me. I’m tired of being made to feel like you’re doing me some kind of favor. You’ve gotten paid a lot of money for the lack of services you’ve rendered. I’m no longer sitting back, being made to feel like an errant child while funding your golf habit.”

      He started to interrupt me, but I cut him off. He’d been talking for months while not saying much at all. It was my turn.

      “You’re not entitled to me as a client, Eric. You’re not entitled to any work at all actually. You should feel honored whenever someone walks in here and trusts you with a case that means so much to them, not sit here lording it over us because you somehow think you’re better and smarter.”

      I put my hands on my hips, and for the first time after all these months, it was me looking down at him. “You’re not better, and you’re not smarter. You simply chose a different career path, and you know what? Maybe you should’ve chosen differently because you’re really not very good at this. Goodbye, Eric. Good luck with your future endeavors because if this is how you treat all your clients, don’t expect to have many more in the future.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been so outrightly bitchy about it, but after the way he’d treated me, I didn’t think there was any reason to soften the blow. I’d said exactly what I felt, and I wasn’t about to go apologizing for it.

      After that epic scene, I walked out of his office with my head held high and feeling lighter than I had all year. In fact, I felt like a badass who might finally have found the stones to really take control of my life again.
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      Early on Saturday morning, Allie and I knocked at Laurie’s door. I had let her know we would be swinging by today, but I hadn’t given her a time.

      When she opened for us, all my promises about keeping things strictly professional flew momentarily out the window. She was dressed in cotton shorts, a pale pink sweater, and her hair was in a messy bun held together by a pencil.

      She looked fucking breathtaking.

      “Wow. I wasn’t expecting you guys so early.” She smiled when her gaze landed on Allie. “Katie’s in the backyard. It’s a beautiful morning. Let me show you the way.”

      Allie bounced and gave her a hug before running around her to get inside.

      “It’s okay,” she called over her shoulder. “I’ll find her. It’ll be a surprise.”

      Laurie chuckled, stepping back to open the door wider to let me in.

      “Sorry about the mess and the clothes.” The tops of her cheeks got a rosy hue. “I’d have put on something more appropriate if I thought you’d be here this early.”

      “It’s no problem. I did some research for your case last night, and I might’ve gotten overeager about discussing it. I also made the mistake of telling Allie we were coming by your place sometime today, and she basically dragged me to the car right away.”

      It was really difficult to keep my eyes on hers with so many other things on display that I’d rather have been looking at—like her long legs in those shorts and the way her sweater hung a little off her one shoulder—but I managed it okay.

      Perks of having an excellent poker face.

      “Come on in. Can I get you some coffee?” She closed the door once I’d followed her into their entrance hall.

      “Yes. Please.” I peeked past her, expecting mountains of boxes and bubble wrap. While it was easy to see they weren’t all the way moved in yet, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d expected. “Did you get some more unpacking done?”

      “No.” She waved her hand as she led me to the kitchen. “I’ve just become more organized in my procrastination. I moved all the rest of the stuff to the empty rooms and the garage a couple of weeks ago.”

      Katie must have come inside before even I had because I heard Allie giggling and then saw the girls running onto the lawn in the back when I caught a glimpse of it through the living-room windows ahead of me.

      There was a laptop on the couch and a steaming mug on the coffee table beside it. A blank document was open on the screen, and I frowned. “Did we interrupt you while you were trying to write?”

      She laughed but there wasn’t much humor in the sound. “Trying is the operative word in that sentence. You can’t interrupt something that’s not happening anyway.”

      My jaw tightened and I let out a string of curses in my head. “Let’s hope we’ll have you writing again soon.”

      Laurie made me coffee before going to collect hers, and motioned me into the breakfast nook in the kitchen when she was done. I set my backpack with my laptop and a surprise for her in it down on the floor before wrapping my fingers around my mug.

      “Okay, so like I said, I’ve been doing some research about your case. You mentioned yesterday that the movie is being made about the first book you wrote. Is that correct?”

      She startled a bit at my tone but nodded while I vowed to dial it back a notch. I sipped my coffee and forced myself to switch up my mindset. I wasn’t there to cross-examine her, and she wasn’t a client I’d had in my office many times who was used to the drill.

      We were in her house on a Saturday morning, and our girls were playing together outside. “I need to know what happened from your perspective. You wrote the book and then saw the trailer. Do you know if the script is verbatim your novel? Who wrote the screenplay?”

      “I haven’t seen the script, but I’ve been keeping an eye on the trailers, and a lot of what I’ve seen is verbatim. When I first hired a lawyer, I did as much research as I could about the movie and I wrote a basic summary for him. Would you like me to send it to you?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      As we went over everything, her walls started coming down. She told me about her story and the world it was set in, and I saw a light in her eyes that I’d never seen before.

      Her passion was clear as day, but when she started talking about the similarities between her book and the movie, I saw her folding in on herself. The light went back out, and the woman in front of me seemed to physically shrink.

      My own reaction surprised me more than hers. It was immediate and visceral, the need to demolish the fuckers who’d stolen her words and her fiery spirit with my bare hands rising up in me almost unabated.

      Get it together, Jacob. You’re no good to her if you’re just as emotional. I heard the familiar words in my head, but it was more difficult to let it go this time. I hadn’t felt such a strong wave of emotion about a case in a long time—if ever.

      Time for a break. For both of us.

      “I’ve got something for you,” I said when she fell silent after telling me about how the final fight scene she’d crafted had played out before her eyes in one of the trailers. Reaching down to lift my backpack, I unzipped it at the top and pulled out my surprise.

      She frowned when she saw the doll we’d both gone shopping for on Black Friday. “Why would you bring that?”

      “I wanted you to have it. I managed to get my hands on another one.” The last part was a lie. I’d tried to track down another one, but I hadn’t had any luck so far. I doubted I would find one before Christmas.

      Ultimately, though, I told myself that Allie would be happy to know she’d made her best friend that happy. Sometimes, that was what it was all about. I had no idea whether it was true that she would agree, but it helped me lessen my guilt about not keeping the toy for my own kid.

      A blinding smile spread across Laurie’s face when she reached for it, and seeing it made my heart soar. “Thank you so much. I tried a few more places, but they’re all out. You have no idea how happy this is going to make Katie.”

      “I have a bit of an idea.” Which was why I felt guilty about not keeping it for Allie, but after the year she’d had, I figured Katie’s mom needed the win a little bit more than I did. “Has Katie been collecting these for long?”

      “As long as I can remember,” she said, and she suddenly got all choked up. “She’s such a unique girl with such a big heart. She never asks for anything. I know I can’t give her what she really wants, but when she actually asked for this, I swore I would go to the ends of the earth to find it.”

      “What do you mean ‘you can’t give her what she really wants’?” When I looked at Laurie again, really looked at her, there was such a well of pain in her expression that I felt an echo of it in my soul.

      She sighed heavily, swallowing as she stared into her coffee like it held the answers to all her questions. “Nothing I can do to bring her mother back. I’m a poor substitute for my sister and I know it. It doesn’t matter how hard I try. I’ll never be as good of a mother to Katie as she was.”

      Those few short sentences made all my preconceived ideas about her fall like the houses of cards they were. So many things suddenly made even more sense, and though I only felt that echo of her pain in my soul, it suddenly seemed to radiate from me.

      “What happened to her?” I asked before clearing my throat and clarifying. “Your sister.”

      I couldn’t believe the story that unfolded. Even though I knew I had no right to do it, I reached for her hands across the table and wound our fingers together while she told me about it.

      “That must have been so incredibly fucking hard,” I whispered when she was done. Somehow, it felt like it would be a disruption or disrespectful to speak at my normal volume. “Hell, not even past tense. It still has to be so fucking hard.”

      She shrugged. Maybe I didn’t know her very well, but even I could see the shrug was a big fat lie. I didn’t call her on it, though. I was too busy trying to sort through my own rampant thoughts and emotions.

      There was no way I could even begin to know or understand what she’d been through. Not only with her sister’s sudden passing or having to step into her shoes as a mother, but by having her life so suddenly and completely overturned. And then having it happen again just a year later when she found out about the movie.

      The injustice of it all, of everything she’d been through and how completely shitty she’d been treated by her previous lawyer, churned in my stomach. I couldn’t bring her sister back either, but I was more determined than ever that I would win this case for her.

      She might still hate my guts, but the least I could do was to make sure that the jerks who stole her story paid her what it was worth and gave her the credit for it.

      “We’re going to get you what you deserve, and then you’re going to get your career back,” I promised. “You could explode after a big-budget film like this.”

      “Do you really think so?” she asked, seemingly relieved that I’d changed the topic back to business.

      “I’m positive.” John would kill me if he heard me talking this way, but it was a risk I was willing to take. “When I was researching your work last night, I saw firsthand that you’re extremely talented. I read some of the blogs too. Those novels were a really good influence on young readers. I want to play a part in making sure you continue to share your stories with the world.”

      “You talk a big game, Mr. Parker,” she said after a long pause, her green eyes curious and intent on mine. “Are you as confident as you seem that you can make all this happen?”
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      What am I doing? I screamed at myself even while I calmly looked into Jacob’s eyes, waiting for his answer. Why am I getting so vulnerable in front of him? He’s my lawyer, not my friend.

      This was a business relationship. The last thing I wanted or needed was to start feeling chummy with him. He was a pompous jerk who cut people off and didn’t even consider those around him—except for single moms—even at an elementary school play.

      Sure, he said he wanted to help me, and he seemed genuine about it, but it had to be the big payout at the end of the day he was after. Right?

      Potentially, this could be a really big lawsuit if he was to be believed. He’d even called it a dream case. It had to be about that.

      So why wouldn’t the nagging voice in my head quit?

      He’d asked about Katie, he listened when I talked about Katherine, and he didn’t offer any platitudes. He didn’t even look at me with any pity in his eyes.

      There was some amusement there now, but mostly, all I still saw was resolute determination. “I can walk the walk just as well, if not better, than I talk the talk. Trust me. I won’t let you down.”

      “Okay,” I said, but I was still trying hard not to let those threads of hope become too bright or rooted too deeply. The last few months had made me into a skeptic, especially when it came to lawyers. “I’ll forward you that email I sent to Eric with my notes. What else will you need from me?”

      He groaned, lowering his head into his upturned palm. “Eric? Do you mean Eric Starkey?”

      “Yes. Why?” My heart sank. He’s going to pull out.

      “Nothing major.” He scrunched up his nose in a way that I really didn’t expect from him, given how cocky he usually was. “I’ve just had dealings with him before, and I need to be transparent with you. Getting your files from him so I can get familiar with your case won’t be as easy as knocking on his door and asking for them. He’s stubborn that way.”

      “Tell me about it.” I felt a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. “How much can he still hurt us or hold us back?”

      Jacob’s perfect bow of an upper lip twitched. I’d have bet anything that he wanted to smirk before he remembered he had a new client with him. “It might take me a couple of days longer to get the files, but I’ll get them. Eric likes to make a lot of noise, but he doesn’t actually do much. If I threaten to go to court to get the files, he’ll dump them on my doorstep the next day.”

      I had to admit I was impressed by this new lawyer of mine so far. As a person, he hadn’t really made the best first impression, but as a lawyer? I was pretty sure my lawsuit was falling in love with him.

      That makes no sense. I shoved the thought back, trying not to look as swoony as I felt. “I appreciate that you’re communicating so clearly with me. Eric never did. He just left me hanging and assumed I knew what he was doing, which I didn’t.”

      “Neither did he.” Jacob winked, seemingly before he could stop himself. Then he cleared his throat and finished the rest of his coffee in one long gulp. “Right, well, we’ve taken up enough of your time for a Saturday. We’d better be on our way.”

      “Are you sure? You’re welcome to stay for more coffee. The girls are still playing and they’ll be disappointed if we tell them it’s time for you to leave.”

      “I wish we could stay.” He flashed me a smile as he pushed to his feet. “I have a new case I need to get stuck into, remember? I wouldn’t want you to think I’m slacking. Allie has a date with her grandmother. They’re going to some ice-skating show. My own mother has threatened my masculinity if her granddaughter is late.”

      I winced before I burst out laughing. “Sounds serious. I guess we’d better let you go. Good luck with this new case of yours.”

      “I don’t need luck. I just need patience to deal with Eric fucking Starkey, and then I’ll be golden.” He smirked, and that cocky attitude I knew so well wrapped around him like an aura now that the serious part was over.

      Still, it made me smile to hear someone refer to Eric out loud in the same way I referred to him in my head. “In that case, I wish you all the patience you need. Let me grab the girls after I hide this present.”

      Both of them pouted when I went outside to tell them Allie needed to go. They accepted it without too much argument, though.

      Jacob reminded Allie she was going out with her grandmother, and my mother called to speak to Katie at almost exactly the same time. It was uncanny.

      I walked the Parkers out while Katie took the call, and Jacob got Allie buckled into the back. After he closed the door, he paused to take my hand.

      His skin was warmer than I thought it would be. If I’d let myself think about it at all. Which I hadn’t. Not once. Not even late at night when I was alone.

      It was also softer but with calluses I couldn’t imagine how he might’ve gotten. My breath hitched at the feeling of having his hand in mine. More specifically, over how well our hands fit together.

      “You don’t have to worry anymore,” he said, the cocky smirk gone again. In its place, there was comfort, warmth, and the kind of earnest sincerity I wouldn’t have thought him capable of.

      Although it was starting to become clear he was capable of a lot of things I wouldn’t have thought. Oblivious to where my thoughts had gone, he continued with his own train of thought—which was a hell of a lot more strictly professional than my own.

      “I know you’ve been jerked around by Eric, but I don’t fuck around. You’re in good hands now. I’ll take care of you.” My eyes met his, and my stomach did an involuntary flip. “Just give me a couple of days, okay?”

      “Okay.” The word was the barest whisper, but he must have heard it because he nodded.

      Once again, neither of us moved away. He lingered where he was, and I gazed up at him, into those eyes I saw in my dreams and at that ruggedly handsome face that kept popping up everywhere.

      I wished this feeling inside me would go away. I wished I could stand there with his hand in mine, not willing him to kiss me. But I couldn’t.

      Because what I wanted more than anything else was for him to lower his head those last few inches to close the distance between us. I wanted to taste the coffee on his lips and see whether his body moved as gracefully between the sheets as it did outside of them.

      As if he’d heard my thoughts, Jacob slowly started leaning in. It was nothing big. No mind-melting moment during which I heard angels sing. It simply was what it was, and what it was made my lips tingle and set my skin on fire.

      Jacob and I were this close to kissing—again—and the electricity between us was even more charged than it had been before. It crackled with the promise to take my breath away. It popped with the promise to become that mind-melting moment I’d only ever written about in one of my new-adult novels.

      But as much as I wanted it to become all that and more, I shuffled back before he could come much closer. Releasing his hand, I retreated to a safer distance and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “I’ll see you around, Jacob,” I said, trying my best to ignore the moment and to go back to casual. Strictly professional.

      A flicker of disappointment, so brief I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been so focused on him, flashed in his eyes. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve got something for you.”

      He opened his door, disappeared inside his fancy, horrid Mercedes, and took off. I watched him drive away, hugging myself to keep from chasing after him.

      Stupid, silly, reckless Laurie. I had to stop seeing Jacob as someone I potentially wanted to kiss and start seeing him as my lawyer. Because that’s what he is.

      I couldn’t risk complicating things by kissing him. Why would I want to kiss him anyway?

      He’s a jerk, I shouted in my head. But almost immediately, a quieter voice came back with the question, Isn’t he?

      In all the time I’d known him, I’d been so darn sure. There was no reason to start questioning myself now.

      If only I could believe that.

      Because all of a sudden, I realized there was every reason to question myself. I just had to start doing it.
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      “You were an idiot to let this one slip through the cracks,” I said to Eric on Monday morning. When I’d tried to get an appointment with the man, his assistant had told me he was too busy with meetings out of the office and to try again in a week or so.

      Since I’d been expecting a response like that, I’d already been on my way to his offices when I received the reply. It came as no surprise when I arrived and the man himself was not only at his office but also not currently occupied.

      Eric lifted his jaw defiantly, grinding his teeth together so hard I could almost hear it. He sat behind his desk, looking up at me standing in the middle of the room with annoyance in the way his nostrils were flaring and his eyes were narrowed.

      Lord knows how Laurie put up with him for almost a year. “I didn’t let it slip through the cracks, Parker. I’ve been in contact with the other side. These things take time.”

      I snorted, my brows rising as I stared him down. “Really? You’re trying that line on me?”

      “It’s the truth.” He shrugged. “It’s not my fault if they haven’t really wanted to come to the party.”

      “When does the person being sued ever want to come to the party?” I suppressed a roll of my eyes, sliding my hand out of my pocket to motion to him. “If you would just hand over the files, I’ll be happy to take this client off your hands.”

      “I’m not handing them over.” He thrust his chin out. “Laurie still owes me money.”

      “If you’d provide me with a detailed invoice reflecting what work you’ve done and the amount you’ve received from her, as well as how much is still outstanding, I’ll arrange for the necessary payment to be made.”

      “I think I’ll just hang on to those files until the payment has been made.” He held my gaze. “It’s not personal. I’ve just done a lot of work on this and I’m not releasing it until I’ve been compensated.”

      “The thing is, Eric, I don’t think you have done a lot of work on it. I’m not convinced you’ve done any work on it, and I know she paid you already. Your mandate has been terminated, so it’s too late for you to do anything else on the case now to justify the fees you’ve charged her so far.”

      “Why don’t you back off and let me handle it?” He tipped his head, but I saw the dark defeat creeping into his eyes. If I stood my ground on this, I had him, and he knew it. “I’ll give Laurie a call and smooth things over.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” Not just because I wanted this case but also because the client was Laurie.

      There was a strange protectiveness unfurling in my chest while I spoke to Eric. This guy had been stringing her along for months. He clearly had no pride in his work or empathy for others.

      She’d had such a rough couple of years and the last thing she needed was for anyone to make things even more complicated for her. I wouldn’t back down just so he could try his luck.

      “You’re a fool for not pursuing this, and your time to realize it has run out,” I said. “It’s an easy win. Laurie has this case in the bag and she’s going to get a payout from it. You should’ve been on this like white on rice from the very beginning.”

      His eyes narrowed so much they became slits. “What’s it going to take to get you to leave it alone?”

      “That’s not happening. You can hand over the files and I’ll take it from here while forgetting you ever worked on it, or you can keep them and I’ll follow the official channels to get them.”

      A silent minute passed before he said anything. He scratched behind his ear, his eyes never leaving mine until he stood up and walked to a filing cabinet in the corner. “I don’t want any blowback from this.”

      “The client didn’t want to wait a year for anything to be done on her case.”

      I wasn’t making him any promises. If Laurie wanted to take steps against him, that was her business. It wasn’t my place to assure him that she wouldn’t, and frankly, if she chose that route, I would help her. She deserved nothing less after how lax he had been.

      Eric’s shoulders came up when he turned with a thin file in hand. Before he held it out to me, he let out a long, loud exhale.

      “I’ve made contact with them twice,” he said. “I tried to arrange a meeting, but it never went ahead. It’s been a busy year and I didn’t have time to chase them down. Good luck with that client. She’s very high maintenance.”

      “Only if you’re elusive and evasive.” I took the file from him with a snap of my wrist. “We’ll be in touch if we need anything.”

      On my walk back to my office, I opened the file to have a quick first look at what he’d done. I was ready to go on this. Enough time had been wasted, and I really wanted Laurie to be able to put it behind her.

      Frustration tied my stomach in knots when I realized just how literally he’d meant it when he said he’d made contact with them twice. That was it. The sum total of what he’d done in a year.

      He’d written one letter requesting a meeting and had record of one telephone call that he’d placed right at the beginning. The other documents in the file were a sheet with Laurie’s information and the paperwork she’d compiled for him.

      A very big part of me wanted to turn around, go back to his office, and put my fist through his fucking face. It made it worse knowing that he’d tried to get even more money from her and even tried the same bullshit with me.

      It was no wonder he’d given up the file so much more readily than I’d expected him to. He didn’t have a leg to stand on to keep it, and while he was lazy, he wasn’t stupid.

      I walked back into the office. Dannie’s smile slipped when she saw the thundercloud that had grown above my head when I saw how little he had done.

      “I take it your meeting didn’t go well?” she asked.

      “It went fine. I got the file. Just remind me that Eric Starkey is on my shit list.” I dropped the papers containing Laurie’s information and the contact details of the production company. “Load those into our system, would you? It’s a new client. I’m also going to need you to find out everything you can about that movie.”

      She frowned when she glanced down. “I read these books and I’ve been looking forward to seeing the movie. Why are we suing them for it?”

      I gave her a quick breakdown of the circumstances before taking the rest of the contents of the file with me into my office. Dannie came in a while later with a stack of research she’d done. Her jaw was set in grim determination when she sat down opposite my desk.

      “Let’s get these thieves,” she said, folding her notebook open to a new page. “What do you need from me?”

      I massaged my temples while working through my thoughts. “It’s been a while since we’ve done intellectual property. Why don’t you start by looking up recent precedent? Let’s see what’s been going on in that field.”

      “You got it.” She scribbled something on her paper, then smoothed out her skirt after standing up. “Anything else?”

      We went over a few more points before Dannie went back to her work and I got stuck into mine. It was well into the afternoon by the time I shut off my computer and I had to go collect Allie. I felt good about what I’d achieved on Laurie’s case today, though. She was going to be happy to hear what I had to say when I gave her my feedback.

      We ended up pulling into the school line-up at almost the same time, smiling at each other and waving as we parked. Katie and Allie walked out together, heads bent as they discussed something that looked far too serious to be talked about by seven-year-olds.

      Allie ran up to my car while Katie ran up to Laurie’s. Her eyes were round and hopeful when she opened the front door and peeked inside.

      “Can Katie and I have another play date?” she asked. “Please? We don’t have a lot of homework left.”

      “It’s Monday,” I reminded her. “There’s still a lot of week to get through before we can relax. Maybe we should try arranging something for the weekend if they’re available.”

      My gaze drifted from Allie to Laurie’s car, where I saw her shoulders move on a sigh before she looked at me. Even across the distance, I could see the reluctance on her face while Katie talked.

      Allie kept talking too, pleading with me to let them play for just a little while longer. “Please, Daddy? I’ll still be in bed on time, and I’ll do my homework before I go to sleep. The weekend is so far away.”

      All it took for her to get me to cave was a fifteen-second-long puppy-dog look. She really did have it down to an art form. “Let’s go find out if Laurie’s up for it. If she says yes, I don’t really see a reason why you can’t as long as you promise your homework will be done and you won’t fight me at bedtime.”

      “I promise,” she said sweetly, grinning while she waited for me to get out of the car. “I love you, Daddy. You’re the best.”

      “Just remember that when you turn sixteen.” I chuckled and pulled her to my side to find out about her day while we walked to Laurie’s car.

      When she saw us coming, she climbed out too and smiled when we were close enough. “Hey, you two. I believe I’ll be crowned as the best aunt who has ever lived if I agree to this play date.”

      Her eyes were so green today that looking at her felt like a fresh beautiful spring morning. It took me a beat to stop staring and find my tongue. “I’ve been promised that homework will be done by bedtime and that there will be no arguments when the time comes to go to sleep.”

      “Is that so?” She turned to face Katie, who nodded her agreement enthusiastically while clutching Allie’s hand. Bringing her gaze back to mine, she shrugged one shoulder. “You’re okay with this?”

      “Sure. Why not? Apparently, they don’t have a lot of homework, and as long as that gets done, what’s the harm?”

      She held my eyes for a moment, seemingly uncertain before she eventually nodded. “I guess you’re right. Our place or yours? I promise if they go to yours, I’ll pick Katie up on time.”

      I grinned. “I think it’s safe to say we’ve moved past that. I have a better idea anyway. Why don’t all four of us go to the rollerblading rink in the city? We haven’t gone for ages.”

      Laurie’s eyes widened, but the girls jumped in before she could say anything. “Yes! Rollerblading will be so much fun.”

      Her eyes tracked to Katie’s again, and even though it looked like she was agreeing begrudgingly, she smiled and inclined her head. “Rollerblading, it is. I just hope I can even still stay upright on a pair of skates. I haven’t been in forever, and I wasn’t the best to start with.”
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      The last time I went skating, I couldn’t have been much older than the girls were now. Walking into the rink again after all that time was an experience, but not a completely pleasant one.

      Katherine had always been by my side when I walked into any rink, and doing it now without her just felt wrong. The oddly comforting smell of old leather, polish, musty feet, and pizza slices greeted us, which only intensified the feeling of missing my sister.

      She’d have been in line to buy a slice already, so that’s where I headed first. We needed to have lunch anyway, and Jacob said he’d get the skates while I got us some food.

      Armed with boxes of pizza, I went to find us a place to sit. Since it was a Monday afternoon, the rink was quiet enough that we had our choice of table. I found one near a window, spreading out the food and waiting for the others to join me.

      Lunch flew by in a blur of the girls’ excited voices and them practically inhaling their food before they were strapping on their skates. Jacob held a white pair out to me and already had his own on.

      “You ready for this?” he asked after the girls took off and he watched me clumsily trying to stand up on the wheels.

      I shook my head. “When I said I’ve never been the best at this, I wasn’t joking. You’re not allowed to laugh at me.”

      He held his hand over his heart, a grin spreading on his lips. He still managed to sound sincere, though. “You have my word.”

      “You’re also not allowed to make any comparisons to a baby horse trying to walk over a frozen lake.” I smiled fondly when I remembered how Kat used to tease me about it.

      Jacob looked like he wanted to ask but thankfully chose not to. “No baby horse comparisons. I understand.”

      “Well, then. Let’s go do it.” I tried to take a step forward but wobbled and had to catch myself on the table.

      My companion, however, moved as gracefully and easily as if he was wearing his favorite pair of sneakers. As soon as he stepped onto the rink, I realized he was a natural. He executed an easy turn before skating backward toward the girls while I inched my way closer from the table.

      Allie seemed as comfortable on her skates as her father, and she was showing Katie the ropes. Jacob reached them and said a few words to his daughter, who nodded and took Katie’s arm. He watched them carefully for a minute until he was satisfied they were okay before racing around the rink with a huge, carefree grin on his face.

      By the time he had completed his lap, I was just getting onto the rink. He came to a swift, perfect stop just a few feet away. “Are you okay? I’d be happy to help if you need me to.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, shifting my weight on my feet to try maintaining my balance once I let go of the railing. “I just need to find my center and then it’ll all come back to me.”

      He didn’t come any closer, but his mere presence was enough to distract me. He still had that grin on his face and it made his eyes sparkle under the lights. A flop of his hair had fallen across his forehead while he’d taken a lap, and combined with the grin and the shining eyes, it made him look adorable and boyish.

      Which I definitely won’t tell him. Sexy, manly lawyers with fancy cars and expensive houses would never take kindly to being called adorable or boyish.

      The thought made a smile grow on my face, but it also stole what little concentration I’d been keeping on my balance. My feet started drifting apart, and I threw out my arms while trying to pull my feet back together again.

      Unfortunately, when it didn’t work, I started waving them like freaking windmills while Jacob watched me with quiet amusement.

      “Are you sure you don’t want any help?” He appeared at my side, a stable hand reaching out to grab hold of my own.

      I scrambled to make my stupid feet move the way I wanted them to and somehow ended up pressed against his solid chest. His arms looped around me, holding me up while also managing not to lose his own balance.

      “Whoa,” I breathed, though I didn’t know if it was because of the way he felt against me or because I was suddenly feeling dizzy.

      This close to him, I smelled an elegant, masculine scent of woodsy cedar and pine, and I couldn’t help myself when I took a deeper whiff. Jacob’s chest rumbled with laughter, but he was keeping his promise by not laughing out loud.

      “Are you okay? If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought you just sniffed me.” His voice was strained with the effort of trying to hold in the laughter when I wobbled again and nearly fell out of his arms.

      How is that even possible?

      “Luckily, you do know better,” I said once my feet started behaving and it didn’t feel like I was about to have an intimate encounter with the floor. “Thanks for helping me. How are you so good at this if you said you haven’t been here for ages either?”

      “I grew up playing hockey,” he said.

      I groaned internally. Of course, he used to play hockey.

      “Next time they want to have a play date, we’re going horseback riding or crocheting,” I said. “That’s what I grew up doing.” Reading and writing too, but I doubted they’d want to spend a play date together reading and I still wasn’t getting any writing done.

      Jacob dipped his head and smirked. “I grew up riding horses too. It’s a date.”

      “It’s not a date,” I mumbled.

      He laughed. “Fine. A play date, but whatever.” He held his hand out toward me. “Want to hold onto me for your first time around and see how it goes?”

      I very nearly snorted. Just looking at him had made me lose my questionable balance the first time. Somehow, I didn’t think touching him would end well for me.

      “You can go ahead,” I said. “I’m just going to keep it slow, and I doubt that will be much fun for you.”

      “Slow is fine,” he replied, skating ahead of me backward again so he could keep his eyes on mine.

      Show off.

      He kept me company while I wobbled my way across the rink until we eventually caught up with the girls. Allie was no longer holding on to Katie, who definitely seemed to have gotten the hang of it.

      “Kids are as elastic as rubber bands,” I muttered. “Their noses can be to the floor and they’ll somehow still manage to bounce back.”

      Jacob chuckled as he watched them. “You can say that again. I remember looking at people in their early twenties and wondering why such oldies would even come to the rink if they sucked so badly.”

      “Oh, ha,” I said dryly. “At least I’m pretty sure you’re older than I am. I’ll accept that I suck if you can accept that you’re the oldie.”

      He laughed again. “No deal.”

      A sudden giggle ahead made me look up. Katie was halfway to the floor, but Allie caught her before she took a fall.

      Seeing them in that position triggered a memory that I hadn’t thought of in years. It was one of Katherine. She’d caught me in almost exactly the same way.

      It was obvious that Allie and Katie were becoming true friends, more and more, and I was reminded of how my sister and I used to be. It made me remember what it had felt like to have that person by your side. The one you could trust to never let you fall or who would at least try to catch you when you did.

      A pang of sadness hit me straight in the heart. I missed my sister dearly in moments like these, and it killed me to know I would never have that feeling back. I was unbelievably grateful that Katie had found someone like Allie to share it with, but all that did was remind me of yet another thing Katherine would never get to see Katie experience.

      And that was all it took.

      A single look at the simple gesture of friendship, and the dam inside me threatened to break. All the emotions I fought every day to clamp down on in front of Katie and the rest of the world swelled up, and I knew I had to get out of there.

      Fast.

      Just for a minute.

      Luckily, there was another exit just a few feet away from where I was. I gave Katie a tight smile, motioning toward the bathrooms. “I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded, already skating away while Allie was just ahead of her and showing her how to do turns. Escaping the rink was easier than it might’ve been on a busier day. I slipped my skates off as soon as I could, stashed them at our table, and fled outside with only socks on my feet.

      Just breathe, Laurie. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. In and out. Just breathe.

      I repeated the mantra over and over again. Tears blurred my vision, and I hid my face when they started falling just as I sat down on one of the benches outside the rink. Covering my face with my hands, I let my head hang forward to use my shoulders as a shield from behind.

      I wasn’t sure if Katie would be able to see me here if she happened to glance out the window, but if she did, I really didn’t want her to see me crying. The noise of a throat clearing a few feet away made me freeze before I spread my fingers just a little to peek out between them.

      Jacob stood in front of me with a concerned expression on his face and worry burning in his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      I gave my head a quick shake before closing my fingers again. “I just need a minute.”

      “Did I do something wrong or hurt your feelings? I was only joking when I said you sucked.”

      A surprised chuckle came out of me that quickly turned into a sob I tried to hold back. “It’s not that. You’re not the reason I went running the other way this time.”

      “This time, huh?” he asked quietly, his voice strangely hoarse. “We’ll talk about the other times in a little bit. If it wasn’t me, do you want to tell me why you just about ran out of there like your ass was on fire to come cry in the parking lot?”

      “I just miss my sister,” I admitted.

      There was no reason to hide what had made me break down from him. I wasn’t afraid of looking weak. I, for one, was a huge believer that talking and crying it out made people strong instead of weak.

      It still didn’t mean I wanted to share my thoughts and problems with everyone I met, but Jacob was hardly just some random stranger anymore. He knew about Katherine now, and maybe talking to him about her would help me get control of myself faster.

      “Sometimes, the grief just creeps up on me,” I said when I heard clothing rustle and then felt him sitting down. He wasn’t so close that we were touching, but I could still feel him there beside me. “I’ve never really allowed myself to break down after she died. I have these bouts of being very emotional, but I’m forever fighting them back. I have to stay strong for Katie, and crying in front of her has never seemed fair.”

      I didn’t lift my face out of my hands, but I knew he was listening, even if he didn’t interrupt. It was almost like a sixth sense. Sight, smell, taste, sound, touch, and Jacob.

      Or maybe it wasn’t a sense. Maybe it was just that I knew him well enough by now to know he wouldn’t just have walked away after I started opening up.

      “Every now and then, all those emotions just overwhelm me and catch me off guard. It’s been happening more often recently. Almost like everything is coming to a head. Can you see the girls? We can’t just sit out here and leave them alone.”

      “I can see them.” His tone was soothing, and so was his hand when he rested it between my shoulder blades and started rubbing gently. “I can’t imagine how hard it would be to lose someone that close to you that you grew up with. I wish there was something I could do to help.”

      “You’re helping now,” I said honestly. “Thanks for following me out. I’m sorry for ruining the afternoon. I’ll be back inside in a minute.”

      “I can leave you in peace for that minute if you want, but you haven’t ruined the afternoon at all. The girls are still having a ball. If you want, I can stay out here with you and you can let it out. I won’t tell a soul.”

      His earnest offer surprised me, but not as much as the relief that rolled through me when I answered. “That would be good. If you don’t mind.”

      The tears started coming harder and faster. Jacob didn’t reply in words. Instead, he wound his arms around my shoulders and pulled me into his side, shielding me from prying eyes while at the same time offering me the kind of comfort I hadn’t felt in a long time.
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      It was dark outside when we finished up at the rink. Laurie’s eyes were pink and puffy from crying, but the girls didn’t notice.

      They were too high on the exhilaration of the day, giggling and talking about how soon they wanted to come back. We returned our skates before heading out, the girls had their arms still linked while Laurie and I walked out behind them.

      “I guess we should be heading home,” I suggested. Laurie would probably appreciate some peace and quiet and some time to gather her thoughts.

      She looked up at me, pursing her lips and moving them from side to side. “How about we go out for a bite to eat instead? I don’t know about you, but I really don’t feel like making dinner, and those pizza slices weren’t very filling.”

      “You’re telling me. I’ve been starving half the afternoon.”

      She was on the same side of me as she had been earlier, and my arm itched to wind its way around her again. To press her back into that hollow she’d warmed that had gotten cold again once I’d let go of her.

      It’d felt shockingly good to have her that close to me, fitted to my side like we were two pieces of a puzzle that had finally been connected.

      I kept my hands to myself and my arms by my side but not because I wanted to. She’d been in a vulnerable state when we talked, and while I didn’t think she’d necessarily push me away if I put my arm around her, I didn’t want to take advantage of the emotional tenderness she had to be feeling.

      When she smiled though, I seriously reconsidered my position about the whole thing. Her eyes were still open and unguarded, and her smile was warm and genuine.

      “There’s a place nearby that Katie and I love. We used to go there all the time before we moved before school started.”

      I agreed happily. “Sounds good. Just point me in the right direction.”

      Allie couldn’t stop grinning all the way to a charming little restaurant that was off the beaten path, telling me all about how much fun skating had been as if I hadn’t been there at all. I didn’t mind it, though. I loved seeing her this filled with pure, absolute joy.

      We found parking down the street and walked to the restaurant together. I wasn’t even bothered by the fact that anyone passing by would probably assume we were a family going out for something to eat together.

      In fact, I liked it a lot more than I wanted to admit.

      The restaurant served good old-fashioned homestyle food, and it smelled so good that my mouth watered from the second we walked in. The small round tables were covered in differently patterned tablecloths, with candles and condiments in the center.

      Katie immediately launched into an explanation to Allie about her favorite things on the menu while Laurie sipped on a glass of red wine. She looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen her, smiling as she greeted the waitress like an old friend and ordered some appetizers for us to share.

      “I’m sorry,” she said out of nowhere once the waitress was gone.

      I frowned. “What for? I’m okay with you ordering food for me. You’ve been here before. If you think those appetizers are good, I trust you.”

      “That’s not what I was apologizing for.” She smiled, the tops of her cheeks flushing pink. “But it’s good to know that you trust me.”

      “With ordering appetizers.” I wagged my eyebrows to let her know I was teasing, then locked my eyes with hers. “What were you saying sorry about then?”

      “For misjudging you.” She pressed her hand to her forehead and gave her head a slight shake. “I’m starting to realize that you may not be the self-involved ass I thought you were, even if you are a danger to society behind the wheel.”

      “We were late that morning,” I said. “But thank you. In that case, I should probably apologize as well. I called you ‘the angry lady’ in my head, and I know now that you aren’t that.”

      “I was.” She shrugged. “You weren’t wrong exactly. I’m not always angry. I think I just jumped to the conclusion that you just didn’t care about anyone else’s safety, and it kind of snowballed from there.”

      “I shouldn’t have cut you off. I guess I deserved your anger.” I held up my hand. “Peace?”

      “Peace.” She grinned and took another tiny sip of her wine. “I should’ve taken you up on your offer to be friends that day, too.”

      “It’s not too late for that.” I didn’t really want to be her friend, but a friend was better than nothing, and I definitely didn’t want to be nothing. “We could start over?”

      “Or we could just agree to be friends from now on.” She cocked her head, her gaze snagging on mine when she brought it back from looking at the kids. “I wouldn’t want to start over. We met the way we met. It’s all part of our story.”

      “Our story, huh?” I arched an eyebrow.

      She flushed again but rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “Does this mean we can actually talk and get to know each other better now?” I asked.

      She lowered her chin, peering at me through those long lashes. “I’m pretty sure you know more about me by now than most other people I know. I wouldn’t mind getting to know you better, though.”

      I spread my arms open and pointed my thumbs at my chest. “Me? There’s not much to know. I’m a single father, a lawyer, and I’m pretty boring otherwise, but go ahead. Ask me anything you want.”

      “You’re awfully friendly with your ex,” she said cautiously. “Why did you two split up if you’re still that close?”

      “We’re not close.” I sighed, wishing she’d started with just about any other topic but also knowing that I had to let her in if I wanted her to keep doing the same. “For a long time, I never wanted to see her or speak to her again. God knows I wasn’t exactly kind to her when she made contact for the first time after running out on us.”

      She made a sympathetic sound, lowering her eyes before bringing them back to mine. “I don’t think anyone can blame you for that. How old was Allie when she left?”

      “Two. Just before her third birthday actually.” I told her all about Shannon and how she’d left us only to surface again more than a year later. “When she eventually called, my head nearly exploded. It was only afterward that I realized she was still Allie’s mother.”

      “It can’t have been easy letting her in again.”

      I shook my head. “I never gave her a hard time about it because I’d never be that parent who makes it impossible for the other to have a relationship with their own kid, but I was very careful about it. I still am.”

      “That’s really admirable.” Her expression was soft and understanding. “I’m not sure I’d have been able to not give someone a hard time after something like that.”

      “I think by that time I’d realized why she did it. I will never understand how she left Allie behind, but marriage and kids were my dream. Never hers. We hadn’t been happy for a long time, and that’s if we were ever really happy. Sometimes, I don’t think we were.”

      “It takes a big person to admit something like that. It seems like it would’ve been way easier to just pin the blame on her.”

      “I’ve never been one for easy,” I said. “What’s easy doesn’t stay easy if it’s not right anyway.”

      Laurie blinked hard and fast. Multiple times in a row. Her voice was barely above a whisper when she spoke again. “You sounded so much like Katherine there.”

      My brows rose in surprise. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled softly. “She also had a gift for knowing what was right and doing it. That’s why I’m raising Katie and not her father. He’s never been interested, and Kat never tried to force him to be.”

      I glanced over at the girls but saw quickly why she’d felt safe enough to say it, even though they were at the same table. They were so engrossed in their conversation that I doubted they even realized we were still here.

      “I’d like to hear more about her sometime,” I said. “Your sister. She must’ve been quite something to leave such a deep imprint on you.”

      “She was. I’d like to hear more about you first, though. I thought we were getting to know each other, but somehow, you know all my biggest, most meaningful stuff, and I don’t even know your favorite color.”

      “I don’t know your favorite color either, but mine’s green.”

      “Purple,” she said. “Your mother seemed quite adamant at Thanksgiving that Shannon shouldn’t have gotten a hotel. They were so nice to her. Did you get your forgiving tendencies from them?”

      “From favorite color to forgiving the ex in one sentence. You’re good, Laurie.” I chuckled.

      Talking about Shannon usually annoyed me, especially when I was asked questions about her by women.

      It wasn’t the same way with Laurie. I liked that she wanted to know and that she was willing to ask so candidly. It meant our relationship was progressing, and she was getting comfortable with me.

      “My parents are all about old-school hospitality. I think my mother would have camped outside my door if she found out Shannon was under my roof again, but they’ll always offer for her to stay at their place or at mine. They just don’t think friends or family should ever get a hotel if we’ve got space for them.”

      “Good point,” she said. “Now that you mention it, I’m pretty sure my parents would be the same. Even if it was an ex.”

      Something turned to stone in my stomach, and it wasn’t the Caprese salad I was munching on. “You have many exes needing a place to stay when they’re in town?”

      Her eyes widened as she shook her head. “Nope. I used to date casually, but there’s always been something else that I’ve found more interesting or prioritized above dating. I haven’t even thought about it since Katie moved in with me.”

      “Would you like to get married and have more kids someday?” I asked, though I had no idea why. The question just popped out.

      Laurie’s features turned thoughtful. “I used to want all that eventually. I think I still might. If the right person came along, I definitely wouldn’t say no. You?”

      “Same. In the aftermath of everything with Shannon, I realized that she was never the right person. I just wanted it so badly at the time that I made it happen. If I ever stand at the end of the aisle again, I’d have to be sure I wasn’t making the same mistake.”

      “You made it happen, huh?” She grinned. “Do you always get everything you want, or only on days that end with a Y?”

      I smirked. “If I know what I want, I go after it. Life’s too short to go about things any other way.”

      “That’s true.” She bit into a mozzarella ball and made a sound I’d definitely be thinking about again later. When I was very alone and not sitting in a crowded restaurant. “Does being sure mean you’d want to date someone for years to make sure they were the right one before you get married again?”

      “Nah. If you know, you know. I knew Shannon wasn’t it for me. I just didn’t listen to my heart at the time. We’d been dating an acceptable amount of time. I wanted to settle down, so I asked and she said yes.”

      “Do you know why she said yes?”

      A dry laugh escaped from my chest. “She’s always liked being the center of attention. Loves the spotlight.” I sighed, shaking my head at myself. “I asked her to marry me onstage at a concert being put on by her favorite band. I only found out later that she agreed because she didn’t want to disappoint the audience.”

      “That must have been a pretty big blow to hear.” She rolled her lips into her mouth to wet them. “I’m sorry I asked. I shouldn’t have.”

      “It was a blow until she also told me that she never felt she deserved someone like me, and that while she’d thought at the time that she loved me too, she eventually realized that it wasn’t me she loved. It was the thought of being married to, and I quote, a pretty good-looking, pretty successful lawyer who was good in bed that she liked.”

      “You added that last bit yourself, didn’t you?”

      I shrugged and tried to hide the grin begging to break free. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      Laurie and I didn’t stop talking for the rest of the night. I’d thought her case would come up earlier, but it didn’t.

      It was only once we were outside and about to say goodnight that it was mentioned, and I was the one to do it. “By the way, my paralegal and I have already gotten started on your suit. Eric handed over the file when he realized he was fucked. Our first court date shouldn’t be too far off. If you want, you’re welcome to stop by the office tomorrow morning and we’ll discuss it?”

      “I didn’t want to ask because of what Eric said, but wow.” She looked like she might be convincing herself not to do something, but the next minute, she threw her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly. “Thank you so much.”

      Our hug might’ve dragged on a little longer than necessary. Our goodbye was also a lingering one. Once Allie and I were in the car, my little girl was sleepy but happy.

      She’d have to wake up early to do her homework, but going to bed definitely wouldn’t be a problem. “I like Laurie. Katie and I had so much fun today.”

      I couldn’t deny that I’d had a great time, too. A better time than I’d had in a long, long while. “Me too, honey. We’ll do it again soon.”

      I only hoped I wasn’t lying, but it sure as hell didn’t feel like I was.
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      After dropping Katie off at school the next morning, I headed to Jacob’s office. Although he had invited me to pop in to discuss the case, I still felt nervous about it. The last thing I wanted was to be the overbearing client Eric had accused me of being.

      In an attempt to make up for bothering him at work, I grabbed us coffees on the way. I remembered his order from the last time we’d had coffee together, and I hoped that would at least make him not regret telling me to come see him.

      The truth was, I was really looking forward to seeing him. Like really, really looking forward to it.

      I knew I was his client and that I wasn’t really bothering him at work so much as being the work, but I didn’t want him to feel like I was also a pain in his ass. I wanted him to be looking forward to seeing me, too, and to feel that way every time we had to have a meeting.

      The previous night had changed everything for me. It had opened my eyes to the fact that he wasn’t at all what or who I’d thought he was. He was so gracious and kind when I’d broken down, he’d made me feel like my grief wasn’t something I needed to hide from him.

      It was the first time I’d been able to be so completely vulnerable with someone since Kat had died. She would’ve been the one I would turn to, and without her, I had just kind of come to the conclusion that I would never have someone like that again.

      Not that I had Jacob, but it sure felt like something might be brewing there. Obviously, it wasn’t something he’d be in a rush to explore, but there was definite chemistry between us, and now that we were becoming friends, I was starting to hope it might lead to something more.

      Eventually. Of course.

      All in good time. Once he wasn’t my lawyer anymore and hadn’t seen me reduced to a giant ball of snot less than twenty-four hours before. He’d probably also have to forget how horrible and rude I’d been to him when we’d first met before he’d ever look at me that way.

      If he ever even looked at me that way. Sure, he’d asked me for a date on Black Friday, but a lot had happened between then and now.

      In the meantime, I had to be careful about this crush I was developing.

      A beautiful, strawberry-blonde woman smiled at me when I approached Jacob’s office. My stomach sank when I saw her, and an irrational flare of jealousy shot through me. Stupid crush.

      Her smile was friendly enough, and I forced myself to return it. “Hi, I’m Laurie. I’m here to see Mr. Parker.”

      “Of course. I’m Dannie. It’s so nice to meet you,” she gushed, looking somewhat starstruck for some reason. A light flush covered her cheeks and her blue eyes shone with excitement. “I’m not supposed to say stuff like this to clients, but I’m a huge fan of your work. I was so looking forward to seeing the movie before I found out what happened.”

      My heart lurched. This is why I have to be careful about this crush.

      Dannie was being perfectly friendly and polite, but a part of me still wanted to poke around about her relationship with Jacob. Thankfully, I had the willpower—despite the jealousy—not to kick her in the shin and run away.

      “Thank you,” I said. “It’s still really weird for me to believe I have fans out there. Let’s hope the movie doesn’t disappoint anyone. Whether I was involved with it or not, I don’t want it to be a letdown.”

      “It won’t be.” Her smile grew even wider and she motioned toward a door behind her. “You can go on in. He’s expecting you. I just need to run out to deliver some documents. It’s probably going to take a couple of hours, so I might not be here when you leave, but it was very nice to meet you, and I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”

      As if to prove her point, she scooped up a pile of papers from her desk before moving out from behind it. She gave me a wave and another smile before taking off down the hallway I’d just come from.

      Butterflies exploded in my stomach at the knowledge that Jacob was waiting for me right behind that door. Dragging in a deep breath, I slowly exhaled, lifted my chin, and went in.

      Jacob was sitting behind the desk in his private office looking at paperwork when I opened the door. He looked up, his lips stretching into a smile when he saw it was me.

      “Good morning,” he said. “I’m glad you could come in so early. I hope I’m not keeping you from anything.”

      I held up the coffee like it was a peace offering and closed the door behind me. “Not at all. I actually felt a little bad about visiting you so early and so soon after you took the case.”

      He laughed, pushing back that lock of hair that always seemed to fall over his forehead. “You never have to worry about that with me. I meant to text you to thank you for coming out with us yesterday. Allie hasn’t stopped talking about it. Now I get to tell you in person.”

      “Here.” I lifted his cup toward him.

      “Thanks for the coffee too,” he said.

      “Katie is the same. We both had a wonderful time.” I didn’t think too much before adding, “I’m actually surprised by how much I enjoyed myself.”

      Standing from his chair, he walked around the desk with his eyes locked on mine. I knew he was probably just coming over to get his coffee, but my heartrate spiked anyway. As he came to stand in front of me, I smelled the woodsy cedar and pine scent I’d come to associate with him, and nearly moaned out loud.

      How does he smell so damn good?

      The butterflies in my stomach intensified, and I was suddenly so very aware of how close he was standing to me. He lifted his hand to take the cup, our fingertips brushing before I managed to release my hold on it.

      The brief contact made my breathing hitch and my gaze drop down to his incredibly kissable lips. It would be so easy to lean into him, to get a taste of the man I might’ve hated at first but had always been so very attracted to.

      Now that I knew what kind of person he really was, it was even more difficult to keep my lips and hands to myself. He was wearing a crisp white button-up shirt that was so fitted that it showed off his lean muscles almost better than they might look when he was naked.

      Aww shit. I shouldn’t have thought about him naked.

      As soon as the thought about what he might look like naked hit, it was impossible to shake it. I suddenly had visions of him slamming his lips down on to mine and pulling me into his arms, right up against that hard body.

      He would be hard all over.

      “Yeah, I had a great time too,” he said, an unfamiliar breathless quality to his voice. It jerked me out of my fantasies, but I still pulsed with need between my legs, and it was like I could feel my racing heartbeat in my clit.

      Jacob cleared his throat, his free hand moving to the small of my back. “Would you like to have a seat? I’ve got quite a lot to update you on in terms of our strategy going forward.”

      The way he looked at me with a burning, molten heat in his eyes didn’t make it seem like he was thinking about business, regardless of what he was saying. His fingers flexed on my back, and even though I obviously—but unfortunately—still had my shirt on, sparks traveled up my spine, lifting the hair on my arms as they shot through me.

      He’s so close. So hot. And he smells so freaking good. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think about anything other than kissing him.

      When his tongue came out to swipe across his lips, my own lips parted. I was so torn between whether I’d rather be looking at his mouth or into his eyes that my gaze flicked between the two again and again.

      At this point, it had to be obvious what I was thinking about. I still hadn’t moved a muscle to take a seat, nor had I said anything to explain myself. Words, Laurie. Find them, use them, then move.

      My problem was that I didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to speak for fear of ruining the moment between us.

      I’d never felt anything like this, and it was exhilarating. Addicting. I wanted him so badly that my nipples were as tight as they’d ever been and I had to shift on my feet to press my thighs together.

      As if that one tiny bit of movement snapped him out of the trance we’d been locked in, his hand on my back twitched and his eyelids dropped closed. A massive wave of disappointment crashed into me.

      That’s it. It’s over. He’s going to move away.

      He opened his eyes again and looked straight into mine. I didn’t know what he saw in them, but he set our coffees on a side table and let out a quiet groan before he snaked his arms around my waist and smacked me into his chest just like I’d imagined minutes ago.

      One of his hands came up to wind its way into my ponytail. He gave it a sharp but not painful tug. My face lifted up, my lips still parted from before.

      Our gazes were glued together in that moment, and I could’ve sworn I saw a flicker of satisfaction in his before he slanted his mouth over mine.

      Jacob kissed me like he’d made a study out of the skill and had received a Master’s degree in it. If he hadn’t received it yet, I would’ve been willing to sign off on it myself if I could’ve. He was just that good at it.

      It wasn’t only his lips involved in the kiss. It was so much more than that. I was enveloped in his muscular arms. Every time he pulled back even just a little, his nose brushed against mine. His broad chest was firm and hard, and he had one palm resting on the back of my neck while the fingers of his other hand squeezed my hip.

      His tongue stroked mine with expert movements that were both possessive and dominating. I moaned when he nipped at my lower lip with his teeth, arching into him to feel the hard planes of his abdomen pressing up against me.

      My breasts were flattened against him as it was, but I still wanted to get closer. Circling my arms around his neck, I threaded my fingers into his soft hair, pushed back that lock I’d noticed so many times, and kissed him back with every ounce of passion and need flowing through my veins.

      I’d never been kissed like this. My knees had never gone weak simply from having someone’s mouth over mine.

      A low hum of pleasure rumbled in his chest, his hips grinding against me. My breathing hitched, and I couldn’t quite get it back, but I also wasn’t trying too hard.

      I was desperate for him. Breathing couldn’t be a priority when it meant I’d have to let go of him or stop kissing him for even a second.

      From the feel of things, I wasn’t the only one getting so caught up in the kiss that it felt like I might spontaneously combust if he didn’t start touching me soon. The rock-hard bulge in his pants where he was pressed up against me, his heart hammering right along with mine, and the soft noises he kept making made it pretty clear he wanted the same thing I did.

      Without breaking the kiss, he walked us backward until the backs of my thighs hit his desk. His right hand left me, and I felt it move behind me before the sound of papers crashing to the floor rang out in the silence of his office.

      He lifted me up in a smooth motion to set me down on the desk and didn’t waste any time getting his hands back to where he wanted them. His fingers trailed down between us, and I shivered when he cupped my mound over my skirt. My head dropped back and a louder moan ripped out of my mouth.

      When my gaze met his again, those dark eyes were filled with heat and carnal desire. He flashed me a devilish smile before burying his head in the crook of my neck to lick and nip my skin while his hand started massaging me below.

      My skirt rode up beneath it, cool air drifting over my heated, sensitive skin. Need tightened my core. My panties were drenched. If he didn’t touch me soon, I was doing it myself.

      “Jacob, please.” I was about two seconds away from begging, but I didn’t really care. If it got him to touch me, I’d have dropped to my knees to get what I wanted.

      A low growl reverberated against my throat, his teeth sinking into my skin while his fingers stopped moving. “Don’t push me, Laurie. I’ve waited long enough for this.”
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      Laurie froze when my lips crashed into hers. She stood perfectly still in my arms. It was like I’d paralyzed her with my mouth.

      It couldn’t have come as that much of a shock to her when I finally gave in to all the fucking tension in the room. Jesus, I’d practically heard her screaming at me to kiss her. Since it was what I wanted too, I’d caved.

      It didn’t take long before I felt her doing the same thing. She looped her arms around my neck and clung to me, kissing me back with such passion that I moaned—out loud.

      That kind of thing didn’t really happen to me. I wasn’t one to make lots of noise during sex but fuck, I couldn’t help it. Her lips were so soft and her body felt so good against mine that I couldn’t stop.

      In the back of my mind, I knew this was off limits. She was a client. We’d agreed to keep things strictly professional, and we were supposed to be discussing her case.

      I should put a stop to this.

      Right. Now.

      But I couldn’t.

      Need devoured me from the inside out and sent my mind galloping down the path to release. For both of us. The only thing I wanted more than to get myself there was to get her there. Multiple times preferably.

      Stopping felt like a herculean task, and I just wasn’t strong enough to get myself to do it. Any strength I tried to call up to try and do the right thing was obliterated the first time she moaned.

      Rational thought flew out the window.

      Laurie’s fingers twisted in my hair and she held me to her like she was wordlessly begging me not to stop. It was like both of us had been telling ourselves we shouldn’t do this, and now that it was finally happening, we were letting go of our inhibitions.

      Pfft. Who needs inhibitions? Not me.

      All I needed was more.

      She sagged against my chest, and a rush of satisfaction shot through me when I realized what that meant. Her legs were getting weak. Because of me.

      I was more than willing to hold her up, but I didn’t want something as easy to fix as her being worried about falling to put a stop to this. If we stopped for even long enough for her to voice those thoughts, she might come to her senses and then it would be over.

      Mentally reviewing the surfaces available in my office, I decided on the desk. It was the closest, and it was at a very convenient height. I’d noticed that before, but I’d never done anything in here. It had simply been a fantasy that I was more than happy to be fulfilling with Laurie.

      Once she was on my desk, she spread her legs so I could fit between them, and threw her head back. “Jacob, please.”

      Hearing the need in her voice while I had my cock pushed up against the heat of her center nearly drove me over the edge. I came so close that I had to sink my teeth into her skin just to feel something somewhere else.

      That’s going to leave a mark.

      I didn’t care, though. In fact, I’d have marked every inch of her if it were up to me. Maybe one day, I’d get to do just that. Mark her so every person out there would know she was taken. By me.

      She wasn’t mine yet, so I held myself back. Today wasn’t about making her mine. It was about giving us both what we needed.

      The growl that came out of me when I had to stop my hand from moving just so I could formulate the words I needed, didn’t even sound human. “Don’t rush me, Laurie. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

      I toyed with the edge of her panties, pushing my fingers just past them while she whimpered. “I will give you what you want but not before we’ve had some fun.”

      Grinding my hips against hers, a soft hiss whooshed out of me. My breathing was labored and my voice rough. “You can tap out anytime, but there are so many things I want to do to you.”

      “Do them later.” Her eyes were so dark now that they were the color of a forest before a storm. “I’m already having fun. I just want to have so much more.”

      I hadn’t expected her to say something like that. I stilled before my lips kicked up into an involuntary smirk.

      “Already?” I dipped my hand into her panties, groaning when my fingertips were met with smooth, velvety wetness that made me jerk my hips to get closer to it.

      “Fuck yes, already.”

      I really didn’t want this to be over too soon, which was why I’d wanted to take my time. But I also couldn’t deny her. Spreading some of her juices with my fingers, I used the lubrication to draw circles around her clit with my thumb.

      Her thighs trembled and tightened around mine, the moans spilling from her lips cluing me in on what she needed and what she liked. My fingers kept moving, my speed and pressure changing as I gauged her reactions.

      One of her hands flew out behind her to find purchase on something, and I heard my landline crashing to the floor. It didn’t bother me, but her eyes suddenly flew wide open, and her body stopped writhing.

      Fuck. My computer was behind her, as well as stacks of files. The desk might be the perfect height, but I hadn’t really thought I’d need to clear it for this today.

      “Get down on the floor,” I said but it came out more as a command.

      “What?” She blinked, and some of the haze disappeared from her gaze. “Here?”

      “Is there something wrong with here? I thought you didn’t want to wait.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then get down on the fucking floor,” I gritted out between my teeth. Holding a hand out to her as if I were a gallant gentleman instead of just hellbent on keeping this going, I kept a firm hand on her while she stood up on shaky legs.

      I followed her down, sinking to my knees between hers and hovering just above her while my hand went back to work. She shattered around my fingers shortly after, sucking them in while she flooded my hand.

      Probably in an attempt to keep quiet, she bit into my shoulder until her body stopped quivering. Her mouth formed a perfect circle when she pulled back, and her eyelids screwed shut. It was the hottest sight I’d ever seen. So hot that I moaned right along with her.

      Despite the fact that she hadn’t even touched me yet, I was one wrong move away from finishing. When she focused on me again, I had to grind my cock against her thigh for just the slightest relief. “More comfortable than worrying about what’s about to fly off the desk?”

      She nodded. “I was really worried that you were going to be pissed at me for breaking your laptop or something.”

      “Break whatever you want. It wouldn’t have bothered me.” I trailed soft kisses over the column of her throat, my lips brushing against her skin while I talked. “I wouldn’t have told you to move, but I don’t like distractions. You worrying is a distraction.”

      “You don’t think you’d be able to do what needs doing if you’re distracted?” she teased with a lazy smile on her face.

      I lifted my head for the specific purpose of rolling my eyes at her before I went back to kissing every inch of her exposed skin. “I could make you scream my name even if we were about to skydive and land in the middle of a war zone with gunfire all around us. It’s not that I don’t think I could. I just didn’t want anything to worry you.”

      Snaking her hand in between us, she found my dick straining against my fly and squeezed it. “Let me show you what I prefer.”

      “Nope. Not yet. I told you there were a lot of things I wanted to do to you. I’m not nearly done yet.”

      My mouth crashed back to hers. Unbuttoning her shirt, I pushed it open and moaned into her mouth when my fingers closed around her puckered nipples. My hips ground into hers again, and I saw fucking stars while rubbing us both until our breathing was ragged and I needed her more than ever.

      My fingers were still inside her, and I started stroking her again. More urgently and faster than before. Her inner muscles tugged at my fingers almost immediately, and her body started writhing again.

      I groaned into her mouth when I felt it, slowing the kiss to look at her face while taking her closer and closer to the precipice again. “Laurie. Fuck. You’re killing me here.”

      Too far gone to reply, she simply let out a sound of protest when I withdrew my fingers and slid down. I didn’t know what the fallout was going to be from this once it ended, but if I never got to do it again, I wanted to experience it all with her.

      Yanking her skirt up, I pushed her panties aside and sealed my mouth over her slick core. She dissolved under my tongue, her hips bucking and her hands digging into my scalp as she trembled her way through another orgasm.

      She rode it out before she started blindly reaching for the buttons on my shirt. Realizing what she wanted, I shrugged it off my shoulders while her hands burrowed between our bodies for my belt.

      When her fingers fumbled, I lifted my hips and took over before shoving my slacks and my boxers over my ass. Laurie licked her lips when she glanced down and wrapped her fist around my shaft.

      Her hand was warm and small, and it felt way too good. The base of my spine started to tingle. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I grabbed her wrist and jerked it to a stop. “If you don’t stop, I’m not going to last much longer.”

      “Do you want to?”

      Lowering my head to claim her lips in another kiss that made me throb in her hand, I shook my head before pulling back slightly. “I want to last so much longer, but I’m not coming anywhere but inside you today.”

      “The inside of my mouth counts as inside me,” she said huskily.

      I brought my hands between her legs again, sliding my fingers straight into her. She was still so wet that I was met by absolutely no resistance. “I meant inside here.”

      “My mouth not good enough for you?”

      “Not today.” There was a hint of promise of a next time in the air, but now wasn’t the time to talk about it. I rolled us over so I was on my back and she had a leg planted on each side of my hips before reaching past her to get a condom out of my wallet.

      She plucked it from between my fingers and shrugged when I looked at her with questions in my eyes.

      “What? It’s my responsibility too.” Something in the way she looked at me told me it was important for her to take back some control after unraveling, so I lay back and let her see how much I needed her.

      “Yes, it is. Fuck me, Laurie. Take what you want. Just do it fast.”

      She kept her gaze fixed on mine as she sank down on me after putting on the condom, feeding me into her inch by inch. It was fucking torture. I was pretty sure I was going to bruise her hips from how hard I was gripping them, but I needed something to anchor myself to or I was losing it.

      “Do you have any idea how sexy you look right now?” she asked in a voice that was barely above a whisper, her fingers in my hair as she started moving.

      My gaze raked deliberately lower, lingering on her breasts with her shirt half open and the rounded cup of her lacy bra. It was sheer, and I saw the hardened, dusky nubs I wanted in my mouth. “If it’s half as fucking sexy as you, then yes. I’m going to fuck you now. I can’t go slow anymore.”

      “Yes,” she breathed, lifting herself up on her knees before plunging back down. “Please.”

      Both of us really started moving after that. A wildness overtook me when I finally let go. I’d been holding back so much that I couldn’t do it anymore. I had been trying to make it about her, and I still wanted to, but I couldn’t.

      My mouth and hands were all over her, giving her what I could while also satiating the desperate need in my own body. We worked together until we were frenzied, clawing, and kissing before I felt her tightening around me.

      “Ahh, fuck,” I groaned. There was no way I was lasting through this.

      She had to be seconds away, but she still locked her glassy eyes on mine and planted a kiss on the corner of my lips before speaking against them. “Come with me, Jacob. Don’t hold back. I want you with me.”

      “I’m all about giving you what you want.” I barely got the words out before I finally surrendered, and it was the best fucking feeling I’d ever felt.
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      Holy. Shit. I’d just had wild and impromptu sex with my lawyer. In his freaking office. In the middle of a workday. What the hell was I thinking?

      Oh, yes, I hadn’t been thinking. Not with my brain anyway. I’d been thinking with my vagina, and that could only lead to trouble.

      I was still sitting on top of him, my chest heaving after the three best, most powerful orgasms I’d ever had. I’d gotten so carried away by the dirty promises in his dark gaze, his kisses, and his maddening fingers that I hadn’t even stopped to think about it before I spread my legs to let him in.

      The same confidence that I’d found annoying about him at first had suddenly become sexy because it silently let me know that he would rock my world. And he very much had.

      I’d learned from my own experiences, as well as a bunch of research for my books, that there were a lot of people who thought they were capable of world rocking when in reality, they couldn’t even cause a faint tremor.

      Jacob and his confidence hadn’t left me high and dry, but that might have been preferable to the frazzled way it had left me feeling. He was still inside me, looking as relaxed as if he’d just taken an hour-long bath.

      I knew because I’d felt the exact same way until it dawned on me what I’d done. Confused, frazzled, and both elated and ashamed at the same time, I stood up and adjusted my clothes. “I’m so sorry about that. This can’t happen again.”

      He frowned, sitting up before pushing himself off the floor and holding out his hands. “Hey, no. There’s nothing to be sorry about. If you want it to happen again, of course, it can happen again.”

      “No, it can’t.” I buttoned up my shirt and felt my cheeks flaming as I looked into his concerned eyes. “We shouldn’t have…”

      I didn’t really know how to finish that sentence. There were so many reasons flying through my head about why we shouldn’t have, yet I couldn’t hold on to one for long enough to actually voice it. I just knew it’d been wrong.

      “I’ll be in touch soon,” I said, heading for the door. As I twisted the doorknob, I turned to look at him over my shoulder. “You’re not going to fire me as a client, are you?”

      “No.” His frown deepened. He’d pulled his pants back up and fixed his own clothes, but his hair was messy and his expression soft. It was such a contrast to how put together he always looked that it made me smile a little.

      “Thanks for everything.” I cleared my throat, my entire face bursting into flame when I realized what I’d just thanked him for.

      Best to get out of here before I stick my foot so far into my mouth that I choke on it.

      I lifted my hand in an awkward wave instead, then hurried out of his office.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. What have I done?

      Banging my head against the steering wheel once I climbed into my car, I tried to figure out how that had escalated so fast. I’d arrived about a little over an hour ago for a meeting with my lawyer, and now I was leaving having slept with him and without any new information about the case.

      The business meeting hadn’t happened, but my body had met his in more ways than one. I groaned into the silence of the car.

      What is he going to think about me?

      I was sure he’d felt the same pull to me as I had to him, and that knowledge made little pricks of joy float through me. Unfortunately, the good was wrapped up in a whole lot of bad. It felt like my head and heart were being split in two with all the conflicting emotions running through me.

      If I had any hope of stemming the tide and making sense of how I really felt about this, I needed to go someplace I could be still. There was only one place I could think of where my mind usually quieted. My emotions eventually untangled themselves if I stayed there for long enough.

      Turning over the engine, I pulled out of my parking spot and headed in the direction of my sister’s grave. The cemetery was a beautiful, peaceful place, and I always kept an old blanket to sit on in the trunk of my car.

      The traditional Victorian cemetery had lots of curving pathways. Aged trees cast creeping shadows over the paths and provided thick, cool shade, and grassy areas situated all over meant it was a nice place to come for picnics, regardless of what it was.

      There were never too many people, and those who did come to picnic mostly did it to feel closer to their relatives there. A few others had spread out blankets near graves. Some read while others spoke quietly under their breath.

      No one took any notice of me as I meandered down the path to where we had laid Katherine to rest. A slight breeze started as I shook out the blanket before laying it down. I smiled at the sound of the faint rustling of the leaves.

      “Hey, sis, I miss you too,” I said, keeping my voice down. I settled on my blanket with my legs crossed and one hand dangling over my knee. Then I rubbed the petals of the fresh flowers that had been left on her grave. “Did Mom and Dad bring you these, or was it one of your friends?”

      I didn’t expect an answer, but I still liked talking to her as if she were still there with me. It made me feel connected to her in a way I’d never be able to describe, and yet I knew I wasn’t the only one who felt it.

      The other people there whose lips had been moving when I passed were evidence enough of that, and it’d always made me feel slightly less crazy to see others doing the same thing. Otherwise, I might’ve wondered if I needed therapy, but instead, this had become my therapy.

      Rays of sun came through the branches when the leaves shifted, making light dance on the grassy surface of the grave. I kept running my fingers gently over the flowers, trying to come up with where to start.

      One of the reasons why it was easier to make sense of things when I came to see Katherine was because it didn’t really matter how jumbled my words and feelings came out. Even in life, she’d been able to keep up with even my most convoluted explanations.

      “There’s this guy,” I said softly, staring at the bright green grass and the colorful flowers like it was important to maintain eye contact with them. “His name is Jacob. He used to make me so angry. He’s one of those, you know?”

      I sighed. “You know the type I’m talking about. Cocky, selfish, smirking. I’ve always hated those people and he was no different, but now he’s not only making me feel anger anymore. He’s making me feel other things too. Things I haven’t felt for someone in a long time.”

      I’d always been more honest with Katherine than I was with even myself. It never helped to try to lie to her because she could always tell. She also never let me get away with fooling myself or with my attempts to downplay things.

      Even though she wasn’t here anymore, I kept up our tradition of speaking what was in my heart and of telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. We’d giggled so many times about how our sisterly chats required the same oath that people took in court, but it didn’t make me giggle now.

      It made me think about Jacob, really think about him, and about how he made me feel. “I didn’t want to like him. I still don’t want to, but the more time I spend with him, the more drawn I feel to him.”

      “It’s like this unavoidable, inexplicable, undeniable attraction, but it’s also more than just an attraction. I don’t only want to screw him, even though I definitely want that too and I just did, but it’s more than that. I want his mind, his heart, and his innermost thoughts.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair and dragged in a deep breath. “I haven’t known him long enough to ask for any of those things, or even to really want them, but I do. I feel like I want to live in his arms, lose myself in his lips, and be the shoulder he cries on.”

      When I released the breath, it came out slightly shuddering. “It’s scary because I don’t know if I have any right to feel like this. Obviously, Katie will always be my first priority, but I don’t feel like it would detract from her if something more was to happen between us. If anything, I’ve seen what a wonderful father he is and that’s part of why I have these overwhelming feelings about him.”

      I shook my head. “I never thought I would even think this, but there’s something incredibly sexy and alluring about a man who’s such a fantastic, attentive father. It’s almost like it speaks to a deeper part of me when I see him in that mode. A more mature part who values that aspect of his personality as caregiver and protector.”

      A quick glance at my surroundings told me I was still alone, which was great. I really didn’t want anyone overhearing me right then. “Why am I here and not with him, you ask? It’s because I needed to be close to you. You trusted me with raising Katie, and I worry that all my time and energy should be spent on her. It’s only been two years since her mother passed and she still has so much healing to do. The last thing I want is to let a guy distract me from what really matters.”

      When I said it, I could almost hear Katherine laughing and pictured her shaking her head. “I know you never believed in timing.”

      Katherine always said that if you wanted something, you had to go for it. Otherwise, someone else would get it and you’d always wonder what you were missing. “Is this about timing, though? Is the possibility of a relationship with Jacob one of those things I’ll regret letting pass me by?”

      I propped my elbows on my knees and rested my chin between my palms. “How is it even possible to find someone equally as compelling as you find them annoying, and how am I supposed to get the answers to any of these questions?”

      I stayed with Katherine for a few more hours. Eventually, I stopped talking about Jacob and told her about Katie, my parents, her friends, and how I’d had coffee at our favorite place the other day.

      I relaxed while I spoke and finally left when I didn’t feel frazzled anymore, but I was still confused. My radio came on as I got into my car, and I heard the host of the show talking about a ballgame.

      I didn’t know which game, but just as I drove out of the parking lot, he said something that stuck with me for the rest of the day. “We’re all disappointed that he didn’t make that shot, but at least he took it. Not a lot of players would’ve even tried it under those circumstances.”

      Laughing as I shook my head, I wondered again about those phone lines to heaven. Obviously, it wasn’t Katherine’s voice, and it was just some radio presenter talking about a game, but maybe that was my answer.

      Maybe I did deserve to give this a real shot, even if it might not work out. After the way I’d run out on him, I couldn’t imagine Jacob would be interested, but maybe he would hear me out.

      If I missed this shot, I might live to regret it. The first time Katherine told me that, I’d been too young to really understand it. I understood it now. Life was too precious to live with so many regrets over all the shots you didn’t take, and I really didn’t want to miss this one.
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      Twelve hours after the most confusing moment of my entire life had happened in this very office, I was still there. Allie was staying with my parents while I drowned in Laurie’s case.

      I’d sent over a request for documents to the production company’s lawyers, and they’d more than complied. It was an old tactic and an overused one to dump so many files and documents on your opponent that they wouldn’t find what you’d hidden inside, but there was a reason it had been used so often and for so long. It fucking worked.

      One needed serious time, manpower, and dedication to dig through it all and remain alert enough that you could find something you hadn’t even known you were looking for. The facts and the law were on my side in this lawsuit, which definitely helped, but I was determined to win it, and I didn’t want any surprises.

      Laurie’s reaction earlier had surprised me. I genuinely hadn’t expected it, but I’d realized at some point in the afternoon that I should’ve.

      She had so damn much on her plate and I’d just promised her a professional relationship. Then I’d gone and fucked it up by kissing her. I’d already decided that I would give her some space, and if I didn’t hear from her within the next few days, I’d go see her to straighten things out.

      One time with her would never be enough for me, but I also didn’t only want the sex. I just needed to be patient and to properly formulate what I wanted to say. I knew now that she felt the chemistry too, but I also understood why she was hesitant.

      Instead of bugging her when she’d literally run away from me, I was trying to fulfill my promise that she would be able to move on from the lawsuit soon. She needed to know she could count on me, and I wanted to show her that she really could.

      If anything else happened between us, I wouldn’t balk at the first sign of tears or trouble. I would stick by her side and support her. No matter what.

      I didn’t hear the knock at my door at first. Only when it got louder did I register that the faint banging was actually knocking.

      When I looked up and saw Laurie standing in my doorway, I was so surprised that I just blinked for a moment.

      “Is it okay that I’m here?” she asked, not moving a muscle. “I can always come back later if you’re busy.”

      “No.” My chair scraped against the floor when I pushed it back. “Don’t go, please? What brings you all the way over here?”

      She linked her fingers together and twisted them, fidgeting while water ran from her hair down her nose in little rivulets. “I wanted to apologize about running out this morning.”

      “By throwing yourself into a pool?” My brows rose as I grabbed my jacket from the hook next to my door. “Come on in. Use this to dry yourself off. You must be freezing.”

      She shrugged but stepped inside, closing the door behind her. There were droplets hanging from her eyelashes, and her shoulders were soaked. “It’s raining.”

      I glanced at my window and realized she was right. “I haven’t even noticed. I’ve been trying to work through some stuff for your case actually. But we can talk about that later.”

      Wrapping the jacket around her shoulders, I ran my palms up and down her biceps once she had it on. “Why were you walking out there if it’s raining? Is Katie okay?”

      She jerked her head in a nod. “My parents asked if she could stay with them tonight. It was great timing, considering that I really needed to clear my head.”

      “By washing it out with rainwater?” I lowered my chin and saw a flicker of amusement sparking in her eyes.

      “Isn’t that what you do when you need to clear your head?” she asked, a slight smile touching the corners of her lips.

      “Well, obviously. I also like to pour bleach into my ears. Seems to do the trick.” I squeezed her shoulders. “What’s going on, Laurie? Why did you come back here?”

      She rolled her lips into her mouth, her gaze moving between my eyes as her chest expanded on a deep breath. “I’ve been struggling a lot these past two years, and in that struggle, I lost myself.”

      “Okay.” I knew she had more to say and I didn’t want to interrupt her, but I also really wanted to hold her. Settling for moving my hands down to take hers, I wound her fingers between my own and held on while she said what she had to say.

      “It’s been difficult for me to know how to tell if I want something anymore and, even if I do want it, whether I should want it.” Her thumbs stroked my fingers absently, her eyes steadfast but vulnerable on mine. “I don’t always know what’s worth pursuing right now and what should be put on another shelf for later. Anything to do with me, I tend to think should be shelved unless it’s ultimately for Katie.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, my volume lower than normal. “You’ve been through a lot and you became a parent entirely unexpectedly. Everyone struggles with balance and compromise, but we had time to grow into it.”

      “Balance and compromise.” She smiled softly. “That’s exactly it. I haven’t found a balance and I’ve been compromising by letting what I want go completely. I keep telling myself there will be time for it later.”

      “You don’t need to do that, Laurie. It’s entirely possible to go after what you want and be a great parent at the same time. It’s a lot easier to make a child happy if you’re happy yourself. Kids are a lot more perceptive than we think.”

      “I’m starting to get that.” She closed her eyes and let her head fall back before looking at me again. “I’m tired of feeling like I have been. Of feeling lost, and tired, and alone, and adrift. I need to get my life back on track. For Katie’s sake and for my own.”

      A grin touched my lips when I realized what she was trying to say. “Is this your weird way of asking me out on a date?”

      Laurie laughed and shook her head. “It’s my weird way of getting you to ask me again.”

      “I can definitely do that.” The grin broke free. “How about tomorrow night? Just the two of us. I’ll call my babysitter and she can watch the girls at my place. That way, you and I can have the night to ourselves without any worries or distractions.”

      Dragging in another, much deeper breath, she licked her lips before she let it out slowly. “If you trust Allie with this babysitter, then I’m sure everything will be okay.”

      “It’ll be fine. They’ll have a blast and the babysitter is amazing. Allie loves her.” I understood her hesitation. I wouldn’t leave Allie with just anyone either. “I promise she’ll call us if anything happens, but it won’t.”

      She nodded, and I expected her to let go of my hands and say goodbye, but she didn’t. Taking a step back, she really looked around my office for the first time. “It feels like I should’ve asked you this before, but what kind of law do you practice?”

      Ahh. So she wants to talk. Get to know me better. I released her hands and walked back to my desk, perching on the edge of it as I watched her walk toward the bookshelves. “A little bit of everything. Mostly commercial work for clients of the firm. When it’s my own clients who come to see me because they need help, I do whatever it is they need me to do.”

      “So it’s true that you’ll represent anyone who needs your help, even if they can’t afford an expensive firm like this?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so. I didn’t get into law just to make money. I wanted to help people. Obviously, I need to do both, and so does the firm, but we’re fortunate enough that we’re able to take on a bit of pro bono work.”

      She looked at me over her shoulder. “That’s your passion, huh? The pro bono work.”

      “Absolutely. If it was possible to live off of passion alone, I wouldn’t have charged anyone a cent for my services. Ever. I truly don’t believe that justice should be reserved only for those who can afford it.”

      “Did you always want to be a lawyer?” she asked as she ran her fingers down the spine of an ancient textbook.

      “I wanted to be an astronaut at first, but ever since I let go of that dream, yes, I’ve wanted to be a lawyer. Did you always know you wanted to be a writer?”

      “It was what I dreamed of becoming, but I didn’t think I’d ever get to make a living from it. I thought I might do it as a side business at most.”

      “When did you realize you were going to be able to do it full time?” I tilted my head as I watched her, my fingers curling around the side of the desk. I wanted to go to her so badly, but this was important too.

      She chuckled. “Honestly? I still don’t know if I’ve realized it. I also might not be able to keep doing it if I can’t get past this block.”

      “You’ll get past it,” I said confidently. “If you want my opinion, I’d say you’re already getting past it. Just by coming back here and finally realizing you’re allowed to do stuff for yourself as well, you’ve already taken a step forward.”

      “I hadn’t thought about it like that.” She drummed her fingertips over her mouth. “But you’re right. It’s as much about what I do about it as the external factors.”

      “External factors like the lawsuit have a massive effect, though. It’s not all on you and what you choose to do about it.”

      “I didn’t think there was a choice, but I do now.” She sighed and slipped out of my jacket. “We never got around to having our meeting. Is there anything else you needed from me before you can proceed?”

      I waggled my brows at her. “Was I supposed to have waited before I proceeded? Damn. I guess I didn’t know that.”

      Walking over to me, she gave my shoulder a playful smack. “You weren’t supposed to wait. I just wanted to make sure you don’t need anything from me.”

      “I’ve got what I need for now.” I snagged her hips and pulled her closer to me on the desk, leaving my hands where they were once she was in front of me. “I was actually working through the documentation they sent over when you came in.”

      She stood between my legs and brought her hands up to rest on either side of my neck like it was the most natural thing in the world. Although we’d never touched each other with such casual familiarity before, it felt like we had.

      “Oh yeah? Anything interesting in there?”

      “Not yet.” I tugged her even closer until she was flush against me. “But do you really want to talk about the case right now?”

      “What would you rather talk about?” she asked, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she tried to hide a smile. “We’ve already discussed the weather, my deepest emotional struggles, and your work. What else is there?”

      I grinned. “Kissing. We should definitely talk about kissing.”

      “Do you want to talk about it, or would you like to do it instead?” She angled her head and leaned her upper body into mine.

      When I brought my lips to hers for a gentle kiss, it again felt strangely natural. Like I’d had a right to do it my entire life and did it without even having to think about it.

      “Doing it beats talking about it any day,” I murmured between kisses and felt her smiling in response.

      This time when the kiss deepened and became more passionate, there was none of the frantic urgency from before. We had time, and we didn’t need to rush it when our clothes started coming off. My body disagreed about having time, but it would just have to calm the fuck down.

      This was different. It didn’t feel like it was just about fucking to get off. We’d just taken a massive step forward in our relationship with her coming back to me, and this felt like sealing a promise, even though we hadn’t made any.
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      Jacob’s hard length pressed against me through the thin material of my skirt. He devoured my mouth like he was trying to conquer it and claim it for his own while his hands crept under my hem and his tongue reminded me of how talented it truly was.

      Fingers slowly dragging up until they reached my breasts, he skimmed them around the edges of my bra. I whimpered into our kiss, and his palms scraped over my nipples in response.

      I’d been nervous coming back there. I thought he might reject me after the way I’d left, but nothing could be further from the truth.

      He was just as attuned to me as he’d been this morning, and knowing that I was already really forgiven for my freak-out made a warmth spread through me that had nothing to do with my lust.

      Something about this moment froze time for me. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would never forget this. Never forget the way he kissed me like he owned me, touched me like he knew me, yet did it all in a way that let me know he respected me.

      His stubble scratched my palms when I cupped his face and pulled him closer to me. If this moment would stay with me forever, I would make sure I lived it fully. Enjoyed it as much as I could.

      Jacob responded with a fierceness of his own, like he felt the same need burning deep inside of him. Like he couldn’t get enough and never wanted it to end.

      We ripped at each other’s clothes while we kissed, as desperately as before but this time taking the time to actually undress each other all the way. Our shirts hit the floor, and he pulled back to run his fingers over my cheek tenderly as he tilted his head. “I wish we had a bed for this, but the best I can do is a couch.”

      I frowned before taking a good look around and finally noticing a long leather couch in the corner. “I didn’t notice that before.”

      “You were in here all of a minute before I kissed you, and then you ran out after.” He shrugged. “I don’t blame you for not noticing.”

      “Why did we end up on the floor this morning if there’s a couch right there?”

      He grinned. “Because I couldn’t wait even that long and neither could you.”

      I thought back to how close and achy I’d been when he told me to get down on the floor, and I lifted a shoulder in agreement. “Thanks for not making me wait, I guess.”

      “Never,” he said and it sounded suspiciously like a promise. Everything felt different tonight than it had this morning, though. More intimate.

      We made our way to the couch still kissing but more slowly than before. When we reached it, Jacob unbuckled his belt while toeing off his shoes, then let his pants drop and pushed his underwear down.

      I hadn’t gotten to see him naked this morning at all. The most I’d gotten a peek of was his chest and the top of his cock. The guy was unbelievably sexy with his clothes on, but with them off and his smooth leanly toned body on display, I might have had a little drool running out of my mouth.

      He was built like he’d been sculpted by one of the old masters, his shoulders broad and his abdomen stacked. The only difference was that those sculptors hadn’t really endowed their statues well, while Jacob was huge.

      I’d felt it before obviously, but seeing it was different. I had no idea how I’d fit that in. It was long and thick, a little curved, and very happy to see me. I undid the clasp on the back of my skirt, pulling the zipper down and letting it fall to my feet before I stepped out of it.

      Walking around him, I sat down on the couch with my bra and panties still on, taking him by the hips and turning him around. Face to face with his cock, I saw a small amount of liquid at the top. I swiped my thumb over his tip, gathering the wetness and spreading it around.

      When I glanced up at his face, his head was tipped back and his glare pierced the ceiling as his throat worked.

      Our breathy moans mingled in the silence of the office, our hands roaming and exploring. He unhooked my bra, sliding the straps down my arms before lifting my hands away from him for just a second so he could get my underwear off.

      Jacob’s skin was smooth and warm beneath my fingertips once my hands were back on him, his muscles rippling beneath my touch. He let me pump him a few more times before he groaned and lowered himself onto the couch with me.

      It was just wide enough to fit us, and he had to keep one leg bent with his foot on the floor to keep from falling off when he settled over me. My hips bucked as he slid his length between my folds, and he let out a loud string of curses before his mouth descended back on mine.

      Our kisses grew hungrier, our teeth bumping together as my hands trailed all the way down to his firm ass. My legs pressed against the leather when he rested his hips more fully between mine. His tip pushed at my entrance, and he let out a heavy breath before suddenly moving back a bit.

      “We still need a condom,” he said, his voice scratchy. “I’ll get one in a minute. I don’t really want to stop touching you for even that long yet.”

      His fingers replaced his cock, delving into me while he sucked my nipple into his mouth. I cried out, reaching between us for his hard length.

      “Don’t stop,” I said while wrapping my fingers around his silky shaft and savoring the sounds he made.

      “Never,” he said again, repeating his earlier promise. Sparks of pleasure zapped through me when he brought his thumb to my clit and circled it slowly. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

      Jacob’s brown eyes bored into mine, the intensity of them nearly melting me on the spot. He slid another finger into me, and both of us moaned again. “Fuck, you’re so wet for me. I can’t get enough of you.”

      His confession stunned me but not enough to make me demand that he explain what he meant. That delicious pleasure was already building up inside me, and like him, I didn’t think I’d have been able to stop him even if I wanted to.

      Filing the information away for later consideration and perhaps a bit of obsession, I focused on the movements of my own hand and twisted my wrist on each upstroke. He hooked his fingers to massage that most sensitive spot inside me in response, all the while kissing me in that same domineering and yet somehow tender way.

      “Laurie,” he bit out when I felt him growing and expanding in my hand. “I need to be inside you now, or you need to stop.”

      “I’m not stopping,” I breathed, “so you better get inside me then.”

      My hips were suddenly writhing against nothing but air as he withdrew from me. I released him at the same time, but I could hardly focus on anything other than the friction I so desperately needed on my clit.

      He growled when my own hand moved. “Yes. Show me how much you want it.”

      My cheeks flooded with heat, but I didn’t know if it was because I was embarrassed that he’d noticed or whether it came from how extremely hot I found his demand. Whatever it had been, I complied with his request under his fiery gaze.

      My eyes fluttered closed and I sucked my lips into my mouth as my fingers moved. I heard foil ripping, then felt the leather dip ever so slightly when he crawled back over me. He freed my lip with his thumb, then brought his mouth back to mine.

      Winding my arms around his neck, I moaned into our kiss when he lined himself up and pushed in. With one hand on my hip and one on my cheek, he broke away from my lips to pull back and look into my eyes as he buried himself to the hilt.

      Our bodies trembled together once he was fully seated inside me. He started moving slowly but was quickly setting a punishing pace without breaking it once. Pleasure swirled around in my belly and my body tensed as he drove me toward that peak of ecstasy.

      Jacob ground his teeth together as he watched me, his grip on me tightening when my muscles started to milk him. My back arched and my eyes squeezed shut when he moved his hand from my hip to my clit, giving me that last little bit I needed to get me there.

      “Jacob, yes.” It was all I could do not to scream his name, but I knew I couldn’t even if I didn’t remember why. I whispered it into his ear instead, and the small act made the moment feel even more intimate than it had before.

      I held on to him as the intensity of my orgasm left me dizzy and breathless, my bones turning to jelly. When I came to, his eyes rolled back and he rested his forehead against mine as his thrusts became sharp and hard.

      An almost tortured expression flickered across his features, and a shiver ran through me to see his face contorted in pleasure the way it was. He came on a soft groan, into my ear just like I’d only let him hear my pleasure, and I was still spasming around his cock when he smiled and pressed a kiss to the tip of my nose.

      “Fuck, Laurie.” He gathered me up in his arms and rolled so he was on his back and I was draped half over him to keep from falling off the couch. Our limbs were tangled, and the way he held me was too familiar.

      I didn’t move away just yet, deciding to give my heart the chance to slow down again before extricating myself from him. Jacob breathed out heavily, a lazy smile spreading across his face in the aftermath. It was a smile that I wanted to see time and again, forever. The thought scared me, but I didn’t freak out again.

      Whatever was between us, I already knew it wouldn’t be fleeting. It wasn’t a one and done, and while it was completely unexpected, I couldn’t say I didn’t want it.
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      In one week’s time, I’d progressed Laurie’s case further than Eric had in a year. I still saw red whenever I thought about all the time he’d wasted.

      Even if I hadn’t liked her as much more than a client, I’d have been pissed off about it. It frustrated me endlessly when people didn’t do the jobs they were being paid for, and he definitely hadn’t done his job.

      After having spent the whole day going through the files the movie company had sent over, I was more convinced than ever that they didn’t have a case. In the end, I hadn’t even needed to get someone to help me sort through it all because most of it was total bullshit.

      They’d included reams and reams of paper that were totally irrelevant, and nothing they had sent over affected the strength of Laurie’s case in the slightest. Since I now knew where we stood, had done my research, and had seen what they would likely be relying on once the time came to go through the formal processes of discovery, I was ready to set up a meeting.

      It took a few tries throughout the afternoon, but eventually just before I had to leave to get ready for our date, I got through to their lead counsel. I didn’t know the guy, but he wasn’t local, so it wasn’t a surprise.

      Drumming my fingers on my desk while he barked, huffed, and puffed into the phone about how “this author has no idea what she’s talking about,” I looked out over the square outside and waited for him to finish his rant.

      When he was finally done, I checked the time on my computer when I spun my chair around again. “You’re entitled to your opinion, Max. I know you’ve corresponded with Eric Starkey in the past, but I’ve taken over from him and I can assure you I’m not afraid to take the steps that need to be taken.”

      “Are you threatening me?” he shouted into the receiver, and I could practically feel his blood pressure rising.

      “I’m not threatening you. I’m simply telling you that my predecessor might have dragged his feet on this, but I won’t be doing the same thing. We can get together, sit around a table, and talk this out, or we can go to court and hash it out there. The choice is yours.”

      “We’re too close to the premiere date to get involved in a bullshit legal spat right now,” he said. “I’ll have a field day with your client in court proving her maliciousness and bad faith in having waited until the release day is so close. Suing us now will cause maximum damage even if we know she doesn’t have a case. She’s going to end up owing us millions.”

      “You and I disagree on that point. It’s your prerogative to take that route, but I can assure you that the client is not at fault for the delay. We’re well within the statute of limitations on this. What else have you got? Hit me, but just make it quick. I’ve got somewhere to be.”

      He muttered under his breath for a moment before speaking up again. “What do you want?”

      “A meeting would be a nice start, but I understand you’ve been resisting any attempt at getting in the same room as my client. We don’t want the film being caught up in a controversial battle either. The sooner we can get this done, the better for everyone involved.”

      There was a brief pause. “We can meet on Monday, December first at three. Take it or leave it.”

      “That’s not usually how this works, but I’m comfortable enough in my masculinity not to have to turn this into anything other than what it needs to be. We’ll take it. I’ll send you my address and a meeting invitation shortly.”

      The man mumbled some more before we said our goodbyes and hung up. Immediately after the phone call, I gathered up my stuff and got ready to head home.

      “I finally got them to agree to a meeting,” I said to Dannie on my way out. “Will you set it up for me? I wrote down all the details in the file on my desk.”

      She nodded, smiling brightly as I passed her. “I’ll do it right away. Where are you taking off to so early?”

      “I have to get home,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”

      Jamie, the babysitter, had picked Allie up from school, and both girls were playing in Allie’s room when I got home. They waved at me when I popped my head in to say hi before I went to grab a shower.

      “Did you have something in mind for supper for them?” Jamie asked. “I found a killer recipe the other day that I think Allie will love if you’re open to suggestions.”

      “You know the extent of my culinary abilities. Do your thing. I trust your judgment.”

      She laughed. “Will do, boss.”

      The doorbell rang seconds after I was dressed. Laurie and Katie were right on time. Katie giggled when Allie opened the front door.

      “Good night, Laurie,” she managed between fits as she hugged her aunt goodbye and Allie dragged her up to play in her room.

      Once the girls were gone, I got my first proper look at my date and very nearly decided not to go out to dinner after all. My bedroom was right upstairs and we could always do takeout.

      Laurie’s hair was down, hanging in shiny golden waves that tumbled past her shoulders. She wore a long-sleeved indigo dress with a plunging neckline and a hem that hit just below mid-thigh. It was sexy without being too revealing, but I knew what was hiding underneath it, and there was no stopping the images flooding my brain of stripping it off her.

      High-heeled leather ankle boots adorned her feet, and there were colorful patterns on her sleeves. I’d never seen her wearing much makeup, and she looked just as gorgeous without it, but the light smoky eyes she’d done tonight and the red lipstick definitely did things to me.

      “Wow,” I breathed when I finally managed to yank my eyes back up to hers. I had to clear my throat to get my voice to work properly. “I mean, hi. Would you like to come in?”

      She laughed softly as she nodded. “I liked your first reaction more, but yes, I would like to. Just to meet the babysitter, right?”

      “Right.” I cleared my throat again and took a step back. As she walked past me, her hand brushed against mine, drawing my gaze down to hers.

      “For the record,” she said, still smiling, “you look great too. You might’ve said ‘wow’ but I was thinking it.”

      “Good to know.” I turned my hand to press our palms together for just a second before closing the door. “Let’s go introduce you to Jamie so we can get going.”

      “Has she been working for you for a long time?” she asked, her breath hitching when I pressed my hand to the small of her back, even though she already knew where the kitchen was.

      I just wanted to touch her, even if it could only be this one small point of contact. For now.

      “I’ve known her for four years. Ever since Shannon left actually. She used to live in the building next door. Some days, I think Allie loves her more than she loves me.”

      “You’re lucky to have found someone so close by. I’ve only just realized I should start looking around for a babysitter, but I don’t even know where to start.”

      I chuckled. “Jamie posted flyers on our building noticeboard about a week after Shannon left. As it happened, I desperately needed help that night and thought I’d give her a try. My mother popped in for the first hour to keep an eye on things just in case, but they also had a function she had to get to.”

      “You got your mother to babysit your babysitter?” She smiled up at me, shaking her head just as we reached the kitchen.

      Jamie had obviously heard us, but it was nothing she hadn’t heard before. She laughed when she turned to greet us, dusting her hands off on the apron she had tied around her neck.

      “He did get a babysitter to babysit me. Luckily, I passed the test.” She held out her hand. “I’m Jamie. It’s nice to meet you. You’re welcome to contact me anytime to find out how your little girl is doing. I’ll send you pictures throughout the night and let you know once they’ve eaten and gone to bed.”

      “I think I’m in love with you,” Laurie said, giving Jamie’s hand a quick shake before dropping hers back to her side. “I haven’t left Katie with anyone except my parents and this guy right here, so I might drive you nuts with all my messages.”

      Jamie’s smile widened. “You won’t. I totally understand. Go on. Enjoy your evening. We’ll be having tons of fun here.”

      Laurie took a breath, nodded, and fell in step beside me after we said goodbye. When I unlocked the Corvette once we got to the garage, she chuckled.

      “Are you showing off, Mr. Parker? This is a damn fancy car.”

      I shrugged, winking at her over the door after opening it for her. “Sometimes, a flashy car is necessary to impress a pretty girl.”

      She tried to hide her blush by ducking into the car, but I saw it, and I fucking loved it. Laurie’s reactions were just so real. She was one of the few genuine people I’d met in the last few years. She didn’t pretend to be someone she wasn’t and she didn’t hide from her emotions.

      She just was who she was, and I really liked that about her. Her authenticity was unique. A sad but very true state of affairs these days.

      “I made reservations at an Italian restaurant on the water downtown,” I said once we got on the road. “We get to choose whether we want one big meal or a selection of appetizers and smaller portions throughout the evening.”

      “I love the idea of eating as the night goes on,” she said without any hesitation. “Especially if it’s on the water. Those views are beautiful.”

      “That, they are.” Especially if I got to spend the evening looking at her, but I didn’t feel the need to say it out loud. Way too cliched.

      The restaurant wasn’t far away from my place, and we were seated on an outdoor patio in no time. I ordered our drinks and appetizers once we were seated, remembering to tell the waitress about the choice we’d made concerning our meals.

      She smiled and nodded, leaving us alone when she went to collect our order. Turning all my attention on Laurie, I couldn’t help the grin that spread on my face when I noticed the look of wonder on hers as she took in the view.

      “Why have I been looking for inspiration to write from exotic places online when I have this in my own backyard?” she asked. “Maybe I should bring my laptop here next week. Words have got to come to me in a setting like this.”

      “I think it’s human nature to ignore the places closest to us in favor of foreign beauty,” I said. “I always used to dream of traveling abroad. Then I realized I hadn’t even seen most of the states around us.”

      “Same.” She shook her head. “It was only once Katie came to live with me that I started looking at local vacations. We haven’t had time to take any yet, and I didn’t want her to be away from my parents for too long, but it’s definitely something I want to get around to doing.”

      “You used to want to travel?” I asked.

      She nodded. “It’s another one of the things I thought I wouldn’t be able to do any longer. I’m realizing now it was silly. Funny how once the blinders start falling off, it’s suddenly so much easier to see everything from a different perspective.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “I went through a similar period after Shannon left. People think it’s easy to move on from life-altering events. They expect it to happen within a month or two when the truth is that it often takes years.”

      “I’m ashamed to say I used to be one of those people,” she admitted. “I really didn’t understand grief, or shock for that matter, or the way it’s all so entwined and the effect that can have on the way you think.”

      “Everyone is one of those people until it happens to them.” I shrugged. “I just don’t think you can really get it until you’ve gone through it yourself.”

      “True. Unfortunate but true. The whole ‘you live, you learn’ saying makes a lot more sense now than it used to. I thought of it as learning how to drive or finding parking spots on a busy day before.”

      “I can’t even remember how I used to think about it. I’m pretty sure it was also learning how to do stuff, not learning how to live with stuff.”

      Our appetizers came and the waitress filled our glasses with water and wine. We tasted some of the cheeses and cold meats while we continued talking.

      “I guess I just never thought it would happen to me,” I said. “People always say that, but it’s because it’s true. I sure as hell never expected Shannon to leave us without a word, out of the blue, while we had a toddler to take care of. I couldn’t even braid hair when she left, and of course, that was all Allie wanted. Braided freaking hair.”

      “I wish I’d have known you then. I might seem pretty out of my depth at the moment, but back then, I kind of had things under control. I also happen to be masterful at braiding. I used to have to do it for myself and for Katherine before we went to sleep every night.”

      “Firstly, you will gain control again. At least, as much of it as any of us have. It’s already happening. Secondly, so do I. It would’ve been very useful to have had someone to call who could teach me how to do it. I had to look it up online and those videos are not as simple as they’re advertised to be.”

      “I once tried to learn how to snowboard online.” She laughed, covering her face with her hands at the memory. “Some friends decided we should take a ski trip. It was a lot of fun, but it ended as more of a ‘reading in front of the fire’ trip for me. I am not a natural athlete.”

      “Reading in front of the fire doesn’t seem like a bad use of your time,” I said. “Is that why you wanted to become a writer? Because you love reading?”

      “It was definitely a big part of it, but it was more than that. Before everything happened, I used to just always have so many ideas for stories floating around in my head. The only way I could get the characters and the worlds to leave me alone was by getting them out.”

      “I’m assuming no characters or worlds are bothering you at the moment?” I asked.

      “Recently, I’ve had some knocking at the outer recesses of my brain. They just don’t seem to want to leave those dark corners just yet. It’s like they’re there, but they’re hanging on inside with all their might.”

      “You said it has to do with the lawsuit?” I remembered her talking about it before.

      She nodded. “I can’t quite seem to get into that creative headspace the way I used to. Every time it starts happening, my anxiety over what will happen once my work gets out into the world creeps up on me.”

      “Hopefully, once we get the case over and done with, that will change again,” I said. “They’re not going to get away with it.”

      “Even if they don’t, I don’t know if I’ll ever get over the anxiety. It’s paralyzing. I feel so stuck, but at the same time, I know I have to write something new because my royalties from the older books are drying up.”

      “Which causes more anxiety,” I concluded, reaching across the table to squeeze her hand. “I’ve been stuck like that before. Maybe not in exactly the same way, but a catch-22 is a catch-22 and a rut is a rut. Something will give eventually.”

      “Something has to.” She turned her hand over to take mine, her thumb moving up and down on the inside of my palm. “How did you get out of your rut?”

      “I took a case I shouldn’t have. It was a field I’d never worked in before, and it was basically unwinnable, but I also couldn’t lose it. There was too much at stake.”

      “What did you do?” she asked, leaning forward with her eyes wide on mine.

      “I won.” I gave her the same smirk I knew she used to hate so much, but this time, it made her laugh. “Sometimes, the only thing we need is just that one win.”

      And hopefully, we would get hers on Monday.
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      Jacob’s plan didn’t actually sound half bad, but it was the way he said it that made me laugh. I wouldn’t have pegged him as someone who would be able to make me laugh about something that felt like such a big mountain I still had to overcome, but it was just yet another thing I was wrong about with him.

      He told me more about his case while we kept eating. I was in stitches at some points of his story, trying to imagine the Jacob I knew in the situations he’d ended up in.

      “I know you said you got into law to help people,” I said once he’d finished, “but why law? There are plenty of other professions that help people.”

      “Most do in one way or another,” he said. “For me, it was because of my grandmother. My grandfather died when my dad and his siblings were all still in diapers. His death was an accident, and she should have been compensated, but she wasn’t. No one would help her because she couldn’t afford to pay.”

      “That’s terrible.” I thought back to Thanksgiving when I’d met his dad. “I can’t even imagine what that must be like. If I think of how powerless I feel now, I just don’t know how she did it. Especially with young children to raise.”

      “That’s exactly it.” He rubbed the back of his neck before a smile spread on his handsome face. “I couldn’t imagine it either, so I decided to do something about it. I might not have been able to help her, but I can help others like her.”

      “It’s great that your boss lets you do it. I can’t see a firm like Eric’s taking on cases like that.”

      “If I had tried to work for someone like Eric, I’d be in jail for doing something shocking to him by now. Like vandalizing his car or letting homeless people make themselves comfortable in his home. At least that way, he’d be useful to society.”

      “He probably has a very nice house. I’m sure he could’ve taken on quite a few long-term guests.”

      Jacob grinned. “My point exactly. Needless to say, it’s for the best I didn’t end up working for him. We would never have seen eye to eye, and I’m not the kind of person who can just stand by and watch injustices being carried out. I definitely would’ve done something drastic in an attempt to make him see the error in his ways.”

      “Well, I can be pretty creative when the mood strikes. I’d be happy to help you think of a few ideas, as long as we don’t end up becoming criminals.”

      “He’s definitely not worth becoming a criminal for,” Jacob said. “We should talk about him sometime, though. Not tonight but sometime. In fact, let’s agree not to talk any business tonight. Deal?”

      “Deal.” I didn’t even need to think about it. “Have I ever told you about the time I accidentally told airport security that my bag might explode?”

      He burst out laughing. “No. You most definitely have not. I can’t wait to hear this story, though.”

      “It was just one of those moments when my brain and my mouth weren’t on the same page. I went to this fantasy-book convention. I was there to do signings of my own, but I’m also a really big fan of some of the authors who were there. I ended up buying so many books and so much merchandise that I only just managed to fit it all in.”

      “I think I know where this is going,” he said, his eyes looking like spun gold in the candlelight, as lit up with amusement as they were.

      I nodded, even though I was at serious risk of just staring at him looking so relaxed and carefree. “I had to get a friend to sit on my suitcase to zip it up. When I got pulled over after my flight landed, I just knew a heavy book was going to fall on his foot or something. Before I thought about how to say it, the words just came flying out.”

      “And you told him it might explode?” His brows went up and his chest shook with repressed laughter. “What did he do?”

      “He looked at me, all horrified for a moment. Then he must’ve seen how red I got and realized I’d misspoken. Luckily, the guy had a sense of humor. He just said, ‘don’t worry, ma’am. I’ve been trained for that.’ He did take a few steps back before making me unpack my entire bag, though.”

      “I can picture it so well it’s like I was there,” he said when his laughter had subsided to chuckles. “People have been arrested for much less than that. You can thank your lucky stars you got that guy.”

      “I know. I was so mortified at the time that I only realized later how serious it could’ve gotten. I promised myself from that day forward that I’d never just speak again.”

      “Yeah? How’s that going for you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m still working on it.”

      As the night wore on, I tried to find those things in Jacob that used to annoy me so much, but I just couldn’t see any of them anymore. He was honest, charming, and really funny. We laughed constantly, right up until the restaurant closed.

      It felt so good to let my hair down again—literally and metaphorically—and to feel like a normal person, like myself, again. I’d been buried under so much grief and pain for so long that I’d completely lost sight of the bigger picture.

      Something about Jacob was like he was reaching his hands into the dark hole I’d crawled into and was slowly pulling me back out into the world. With a firm but gentle touch, he was dragging me to the surface and making me see that I didn’t just have to survive. I could live. Thrive even.

      It hurt when I thought about how I’d been these last couple of years. Katie deserved someone happy to raise her, not someone who bent and yielded at every crossroad, too afraid and consumed by guilt to laugh and have fun with her.

      “I’m really glad we did this tonight,” I said as we walked out of the restaurant. “Once again, I have you to thank for a lovely, truly insightful evening.”

      “I’m having a good time, too,” he said. “We should definitely do it again, but how about a walk first? I ate way too much to hit the sack right away.”

      “I definitely feel the same way. I wonder how much we ended up eating. It feels like it was way more than it would’ve been if it was only a plate of food served.”

      “It has to be much more.” He patted his flat stomach. “Let’s walk down the promenade. There’s an ice-cream place we can try if you’re up for it on the way back.”

      “There’s always space for ice cream. Walking will just help create more space.” Jacob wrapped his hand around mine while we walked, holding it like it was an everyday occurrence.

      When was the last time I held a man’s hand like this? I honestly couldn’t even remember. It felt good, though. Like everything else tonight.

      We walked for about an hour, talking and eating our ice cream. When we got back to his car, I really wasn’t ready for the night to be over.

      The parking lot we were in was dark, and his was one of the last cars left in it. Jacob climbed into the driver’s seat after closing the door behind me, turning in his seat before he started the engine.

      His expression was soft and warm, open. “Should we go have a drink somewhere?”

      I shook my head, digging deep for the confidence to do what I wanted to do. “I have a better idea.”

      “Yeah?” He cocked his head. “What’s that?”

      “This.” I leaned over the center console and placed my hands on his chest, lowering my mouth to his slowly enough that he could turn away if he didn’t want me to kiss him. He didn’t turn away.

      One of his hands came around my back to gently pull me closer while the other burrowed into my hair, his fingers closing around the nape of my neck. Our lips brushed together softly at first, the briefest whisper of a kiss that sent micro butterflies aflutter inside me.

      Awkwardly shuffling onto my seat, I tried to get even closer to him. My legs were at a weird angle, and I found myself cursing car manufacturers for not designing these things to have a bit more space to maneuver.

      The tip of his tongue touched mine, sending a shiver through me that made my nipples harden and my panties damp. A soft moan escaped when our mouths met again. I threaded my fingers into his soft hair and braced myself with my free arm around his shoulders.

      All too soon, the windows were steamed up and it would be obvious to anyone what we were doing in there. Reluctantly pulling back, I rested my nose beside his and tried to get my breathing under control.

      “Your idea was much better than mine,” he whispered, his lips so close to mine that I felt them move when he spoke. “I hate that we have to go home to our own beds tonight.”

      “Do we, though? I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to go home alone. Maybe we could sneak into your place. What time does Jamie usually leave?”

      “She sleeps over often. How about I give her a call to find out if she can sleep there tonight? We can go back to your place. Just the two of us.”

      “I think the girls would love a sleepover, but isn’t it too late of a notice for Jamie?”

      He shook his head. “She always brings an overnight bag with her in case I end up working too late or whatever. Like I said, she’s been with us for a long time. She’s probably in bed already. The guest room is practically hers.”

      My teeth sank into my lower lip while I thought. “If you’re sure it’s not going to be a problem.”

      “Only one way to find out, but my phone is in my pocket.” He brushed the back of his hand against my nipple while trying to wedge his hand in between us, and another involuntary moan came out of me.

      “I really hope she can sleep over,” I muttered as I moved back to give him space.

      A minute later, we were on our way to my house. I smiled when Jacob reached for my hand and kept it under his. “She really is the best. I can’t believe it was that easy.”

      He brought our joined hands to his mouth and kissed my knuckles. “She’s been a godsend, but I don’t think I’ve ever appreciated her more than I do tonight.”

      “Will she be okay getting the girls to school in the morning?” I asked. I knew I was ruining the mood, but I needed to be sure before I ended up driving over there at some ridiculous hour of the morning just because I couldn’t relax.

      Glancing at me in the dim interior of the cab, he waited until I brought my eyes to his before nodding firmly. “She’ll be fine. Really. She’s even studying early childhood education. The school knows her because she’s done several internships there. Just trust me, okay?”

      I took a deep breath, releasing it slowly while I turned this new information over in my mind. “Okay, I trust you.”

      Surprisingly, it was true. Jacob had a lot more experience with all this than I did, and more than that, I remembered how often Katherine and I stayed with our babysitter. We used to love it.

      Katie had a sitter who used to watch her for my sister. I should contact her again.

      The thought hit me like a ten-pound hammer. I’d been so obsessed with trying to be there for Katie twenty-four-seven that I’d never even thought about the fact that she had a babysitter who used to care for her too.

      “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Jacob asked. “It looks way too serious to be thought of before I do what I’m about to do to you.”

      “It’s nothing too serious. Just the blinders coming off some more, but that’s one way to snap me out of it.” I fanned myself, winking when I glanced at him. “I might need some more details, though. What exactly are you about to do to me?”

      “That’s for me to know and for you to find out, but I think you’re going to like it. It involves you screaming my name for the rest of the night.”

      I swallowed heavily, all the moisture in my body suddenly having decided to go on vacation down south. “I think you’re right. I think I will like that. I also can’t even really remember what I was thinking about before.”

      “That’s okay. We’ll figure it out tomorrow morning. Until then, I plan on doing my best to keep you out of your head. I hope you’re okay with not getting much sleep tonight.”

      “That’s a big game you’re talking, Mr. Parker. I hope you can keep your end of the bargain.”

      “Oh, I’ll keep it,” he said. “That’s a promise.”
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      I should never have promised that I’d keep her up all night. We were barely in her bedroom and I, like her suitcase, was ready to explode.

      Slow down, Jacob. Just breathe.

      We hadn’t stopped kissing since we got inside, and a lamp had toppled over when we crashed into a side table in our haste to get to her room. I’d lost my shoes, shirt, and belt on the way, and the scooped neckline of Laurie’s soft dress had been pushed aside to reveal a black satin bra.

      In the ambient light coming into the bedroom from outside, I could see the peaks of her nipples when we broke apart as my legs hit the bed. I sucked in a breath, running my hand from her collarbone down between her breasts.

      I needed to slow this down, and now that we were in her bedroom, it seemed like a good time to start. Just breathe before you embarrass yourself and break your promise.

      “Turn around,” I murmured, looking into her green eyes. The shadows falling over us made them seem almost transparent, but nothing could’ve hidden the desire in them as her tongue swept across her lips.

      She held my gaze for a beat before doing what I’d asked, showing me her back while thinking one step further by moving her hair over her shoulder. My hands trembled when I brought them to the top of the zipper, my body so damn primed that I groaned when I noticed the goosebumps on her skin as I slowly unzipped her dress.

      Once it parted, I hooked my thumbs into the straps and rolled the sleeves down the lengths of her arms. I had to step forward to do it, pressing my front to her back. A low hum of pleasure came from her when I pressed up against her, and I gritted my teeth and tried to keep my focus on her.

      This urgent, animalistic need I felt for her as soon as we touched was something new for me. After the first couple of times, I thought it would be sated but it wasn’t. If anything, it just seemed to be getting worse.

      She pulled her hands free from the sleeves, and without anything keeping it up, the dress fell in a pool around her feet. I trailed my fingertips back up her arms, tracing the graceful curve of her shoulder before pinching the clasp of her bra between my fingers.

      I repeated my actions by dragging the straps down her arms, and her breathing sped up when her upper body was completely exposed to the air. Her bedroom was cool, but her skin was as heated as mine.

      Once the bra joined her dress on the floor, I took my time running my fingers down her sides as I knelt behind her. The ankle boots she had on had short zippers on the insides of her ankles, but I didn’t go for them just yet.

      I caressed her hips, her thighs, and her calves before finally freeing her feet from the boots. Once I had the zippers down, I held up a hand for her to take. “Hang on to me and lift, would you?”

      My voice was gravelly, but there was nothing I could do about it. Nor would I want to. I wanted her to know how much she affected me. How much I wanted her.

      She placed her warm hand in mine, shifting her weight to lift first one foot and then the other. I slid the boots off and dropped them at her sides, which left me with only her panties.

      The anticipation of getting them off her and what I would do first once I had her naked made me groan again. Because holy fuck there are so many options.

      They raced through my mind, replaying every dirty dream I’d had about her, and since I’d been dreaming about her pretty much since I met her, there were a lot of scenarios to get through.

      I glanced up, seeing her half twisted around to look down at me, her head tilted forward and her hands twitching like she wanted to do something with them. “Touch yourself for me.”

      Her eyes flew wide open at my whispered command. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” I kept my eyes on hers as I snapped the elastic waistband of her panties against her hip. “Play with your nipples. I can’t reach and I’m not quite done down here.”

      She made a soft noise before she nodded, closing her eyes as her hands traveled slowly across her stomach. The sight made me come very, very close to abandoning my plan and trying again later, but as much as I wanted to toss her down on her bed and fuck her hard and fast, I wanted to not rush this more.

      I stroked my fingers along her thighs, dragging my fingertips from the outside in and going fractionally higher with every pass. Laurie held very still but complied when I applied pressure to her legs to let her know I wanted her to spread them a little.

      When she did, I moved my hands higher, still only moving them up almost infinitesimally. By the time I reached her panties, I could hear her soft pants.

      Her head was dipped back now, her eyes still closed while she softly tugged at her nipples. God, I love those tits.

      I’d bury myself in them if I could, but I was neither a teenager nor a hooligan. One day very soon, I was going to come on them, though. If she lets me.

      In an effort to stop thinking about that particular scenario, I refocused my attention on her panties. My fingers dipped into the front panel, but when I felt how wet she was, I withdrew them. Fast.

      I was all for teasing, but I wasn’t into denial. Grabbing hold of the sides, I unrolled them until they fell to the floor before standing up.

      My dick protested the move since it meant my slacks tightened against them as I stood, but it was better this way. He had to stay caged a while longer anyway.

      Placing a soft kiss at the top of her spine, I moved my hands to take over from hers while whispering in her ear. “Lie down on your stomach for me, baby.”

      I pinched her nipples before soothing them with softer touches. When she tried to reach for me, I shook my head. “Let me do this first, okay? I really want to and I don’t know how long I’ll last once you touch me.”

      It probably wouldn’t be very long.

      “Okay, but it’s my turn after,” she said before the mattress dipped when she put her knee on it. She lay down like she was on a mission to torture me, one limb at a time and spreading her legs slightly once she was on her stomach.

      I barely saw the glistening between her legs in the low light, but just that one peek was enough to make me moan and grit my teeth. “Fuck, Laurie. Do you have any idea how much you turn me on?”

      She wiggled her delectable butt in response. “Why don’t you come over here and show me?”

      “Gladly.” I grabbed her ankles once I was on my knees at the foot of her bed, dragging her down until I could reach her if I leaned over. Once she was where I needed her, I parted her legs with my fingers squeezing her thighs.

      A muffled moan sounded, and I looked up to see she’d buried her head in her comforter. “We’re here alone, babe. You don’t have to be quiet tonight. There will be plenty of times in the future when you’ll have to keep it down, so do me a favor and let me hear you, okay?”

      If she was surprised by my reference to the future, she was too worked up to want to stop and talk about it now. Thank God.

      It’d slipped out, but that didn’t make it any less true. We could discuss it later if she wanted to. Right then, I had other things in mind.

      I kept my touch light when I moved it up, and her hips started grinding against the mattress. Perfect.

      Moving my head forward, I blew onto her to let her know what I was about to do, then gave her a first, long lick. She squirmed underneath me but lengthened her back to press herself closer while spreading her legs even wider.

      So my girl likes this, huh? I’d have to remember that. Increasing the frequency and pressure of my tongue on her in response to the sounds she made and what made her grind harder, I banded one arm around her hips to keep her in place before sinking a finger inside her.

      My own hips started pumping against the base of the mattress to find some relief when I felt how hot and slick she was. She came apart minutes later, screaming my name into her mattress while her muscles tensed and her legs closed in a vise grip around my head.

      I didn’t stop when she relaxed, only backing down a little to let her catch her breath before ramping up my efforts again. She came faster the second time, her body going limp under my arm when she was done.

      There were so many more things I wanted to do with her, but I couldn’t wait any longer. Everything about her, from the sounds she made to the way she moved, slayed me. Breathing wasn’t going to do the trick anymore.

      Thankfully, my wallet was still in my pants. I plucked a condom out of it before I got rid of the rest of my clothing, rolling it on before sliding an arm around her midsection.

      “Can you get up on your knees for me? I’ll hold you up. Don’t worry.”

      “What happened to it being my turn?” she asked as she tucked her knees in underneath her and lifted herself up on quivering arms.

      “My turn isn’t over yet,” I gritted out, lining myself up with that piece of heaven that lived between her legs. Tightening my grip around her waist, I pushed in slowly.

      She was still fluttering from her last orgasm, and those small motions of her inner muscles nearly pushed me over the edge. Focus on her, Jacob. Just focus on her.

      Using the arm I had around her, I brought her up until her back was to my front again. The new angle made both of us moan, and she clenched me harder. “You okay?”

      “So much more than okay,” she whispered.

      “I’m going to move now. If you get uncomfortable like this or if it hurts or something, just let me know, okay?”

      “Okay.” She wound her arm around my neck while her free hand wandered down to her clit. As soon as I noticed where her fingers were, I fucking lost it.

      With one arm holding her upper body against me and the other gripping her hips, I planted my feet and began thrusting. Fast and hard in but slower as I withdrew.

      If I could’ve made it last forever, I would have. That telltale tingling started and I chased the release it promised with everything I had in me. The switch flipped in my mind and my hips moved in the exact way I needed them to.

      When Laurie moaned and my gaze dropped to find her hand moving faster while she squeezed me, it was all over. I buried my head where her neck met her shoulder and pumped until there was nothing but bliss.

      We collapsed on the bed together, kissing, stroking, and exploring until we fell asleep once the birds were already chirping outside.
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      When I woke up the next morning, there was a big, warm, heavy something draped over half my body. It took me a second to realize it was Jacob, and when I did, I smiled wider than I had in a very long time.

      Waking up with him is definitely something I could get used to. I opened my eyes and blinked against the soft early morning sunlight streaming in through my windows.

      It was still early, but I had no idea what time he had to be at work. We hadn’t gotten more than a few hours of sleep, but it had been so worth the exhaustion that was bound to set in later.

      As I stretched, careful not to wake him up, there was a soreness in places I hadn’t even known I had in my body. I still didn’t stop smiling, though. This was definitely, by far, the best reason for being sore.

      Despite the fact that I’d had more orgasms than I could count before we’d fallen asleep, I felt my body coming alive again at the memories of what had caused the ache in my limbs. But Jacob had to get to work and I couldn’t spend all day fantasizing either.

      Sliding out from underneath him without jostling him too much wasn’t easy, but I eventually climbed out of bed without having disturbed him. I spotted his shirt lying on the floor after brushing my teeth and decided to surprise him by wearing it while bringing him coffee in bed.

      After buttoning it up halfway, I ran a brush through my hair but left it down. I hit the button on the coffeemaker when I got to the kitchen, then switched on the radio while I went to get mugs out. At first, I didn’t realize I was doing it, but when I heard a soft chuckle from the doorway, I realized I’d been dancing in place while fixing the coffee.

      Jacob had put his boxers back on, but his hair was deliciously messy and the rest of his body was bare. He grinned as he motioned to me. “Please don’t stop on my account. I was enjoying the show.”

      “I love how messy and wild your hair looks this morning,” I said instead of acknowledging that he’d witnessed my impromptu dance.

      It was something I used to do all the time. I always had music on at my apartment and dancing to it was one of my favorite things to do to pass time when I needed to think.

      Jacob’s face split into an easy grin and he walked up to me, caging me in against the counter with his broad chest against mine and his hands flat on either side of me. “Yours is messier, but I love it too because I know what we did to make it look that way.”

      I felt my cheeks heat. Blushing had to be my least favorite thing about my light coloring, but seeing the way he looked at me every time it happened suddenly made it seem like an endearing quality.

      Lifting my chin instead of trying to hide it, I planted a chaste kiss on his lips. “You missed out on coffee in bed.”

      “I’ll take coffee on the sofa with you instead,” he said, reaching past me to grab both mugs before stepping back and holding them up. “What have you got planned for today?”

      He carried our mugs while I followed him to the living room. “I should probably make another attempt at unpacking. I’ve made a lot of strides these past few weeks, but just thinking about all those boxes I still need to get through makes me feel just as paralyzed as I was before.”

      “Is it because so much of it used to belong to your sister?” he asked, sitting down before draping his arm along the backrest of the sofa and pointing to the spot next to him.

      I shrugged. “Every small task somehow feels so much bigger than it is right now. It’s hard for me to start anything even if I know how good it will feel when this place finally starts feeling like a home.”

      As I got settled at his side, he looked around the room. His gaze lingered on the photographs on the mantel and the empty spaces in every corner. “How about I stay here today and we get everything unpacked together?”

      My spine stiffened. “Don’t you have to get to work?”

      “Nah. I have so many vacation days that I’ll be able to retire on them in a couple of years from now. Obviously, I can’t do that, so I need to start using them.”

      “I don’t know.” I sank my teeth into the inside of my cheek. “It’s really sweet of you to offer, but tackling the unpacking doesn’t bring out the best in me.”

      He slid his fingers under my chin and held my eyes, letting me see the absolute sincerity in his. “If you’d rather do it alone, that’s fine. I’d like to help you if you’ll let me. We’ll have fun doing it together. I promise.”

      “What about the kids?” I asked. “You said Jamie will take them to school, but we can’t expect her to pick them up as well.”

      “She’ll be okay with it. Honestly, she’s like a cool big sister to Allie. They always end up spending hours together even after I get home anyway. She calls me to ask if she can pick Allie up all the time, even when I don’t need her to. They really love each other.”

      My own gaze tracked around the room. It was so easy for me to envision what it was going to look like once it was done, and yet I just hadn’t been able to get it there.

      Jacob had helped me with so many other obstacles already. It felt like too much to expect his help with this too, but I hadn’t expected it. He’d offered, and refusing would make me a fool.

      “If you’re sure about taking the day off and about Jamie carting the girls around, I would love if you could help me.”

      He grinned, leaning down to nuzzle my cheek. “I’m sure about all of that. Let’s finish our coffee and get started.”

      “We should shower first.”

      “Nope.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “We’ll do that later to reward ourselves. No more being paralyzed. No more waiting. We’re doing this.”

      I sighed and arched a brow as I stared into his eyes. “I wasn’t talking about the kind of shower that counts as a reward. I just thought we could get cleaned up after our nocturnal activities.”

      “Who knows? Our nocturnal activities might just carry on later. We’ll get cleaned up after we get all sweaty again.”

      When I shot him a pointed look, he chuckled and raised his free hand. “Get sweaty while unpacking. Jeez. Get your mind out of the gutter, woman.”

      “Like my mind is the one in the gutter.” I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t stop the smile tugging at my lips. “Although my mind has been in the gutter a lot more often recently. Can’t imagine why.”

      He flashed me a smug smile, his chest puffing out. “I think I know the reason, but if you’ve forgotten it, I’m happy to refresh your memory any time. Just not right now. We’ve got coffee to drink and boxes to unpack.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re doggedly determined once you set your mind on something?”

      He smacked the side of my ass before standing up. “Yep. I take pride in that quality. Once I’m focused, I’m getting it done. It didn’t seem to bother you much last night. Or the day before that.”

      I stuck the tip of my tongue out at him. “I wasn’t complaining. I just didn’t think you’d be this eager to get started. Where are you going by the way?”

      His features turned serious before he took another look around. “Do you still have any furniture that needs to be moved into place before the boxes can start being unpacked properly?”

      “How did you know that?” I just about gaped at him. “Is it that obvious?”

      “To me, it is. There’s way too much empty space in here and in every other room. You don’t strike me as the minimalist type, judging by what you’ve already unpacked. Which means there’s got to be more.”

      “There is more,” I admitted, silently in awe of his powers of observation. He never seemed to miss a thing. “It’s all piled into the guest rooms.”

      “I thought you said it was in the garage?”

      My head dropped to one side as I surveyed the almost naked, sex god of a man standing in front of me. “Do you secretly carry a recorder on you every time we talk? There’s no way you notice and remember as much as you do without that.”

      He shrugged, bending over to plant a sweet kiss on my lips. “When it comes to you, I remember everything. Now, point me in the direction of these guest rooms. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      After taking another big gulp of his coffee, he set it down on the table while I gave him a two-fingered salute. “Yes, sir.”

      A wicked gleam came into his eyes. “You know, I’ve never been into that kind of thing, but now I think it might just work for me. Let’s do what needs to be done, and then we can experiment.”

      “What? You want to tie me up and blindfold me?” I joked, but the smile slowly dropped from my face when that wicked gleam just intensified. “Are you serious?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? Bondage and blindfolds might be fun after all.”

      “You’re joking, right?” I asked when he laughed and took off down the hall in the direction of the bedrooms.

      “Come help me and you might find out later.” More laughter followed.

      Setting my own coffee down, I stood up and hurried after him. Even though he’d only left the room seconds before me, he was already moving stuff around to make more space so he could get a good look at everything.

      “What did you have in mind for all this?” he asked, seemingly having completely forgotten that he’d been talking about bondage just before.

      See? Just a joke. I breathed a little easier and tried to follow his example of supreme focus on the thing I’d set my mind to. Which means no thinking about sex for now. Kinky or otherwise.

      “I haven’t even really gotten that far,” I said, forcing my mind to quiet all other thoughts. “I just didn’t want to get rid of any of my stuff or any of Katherine’s. What I have in mind for the house is kind of like a mash-up of both our styles.”

      He moved his forefinger and thumb over his chin, narrowing his eyes in thought. “Do you think you would be able to live like that? Her stuff mixed in with yours, on display every day?”

      “I really want to. It’ll be difficult at first, but that’s no reason not to do it. I think it will mean a lot to Katie and, once I get used to it, to me too.”

      Turning to put one hand on my shoulder, he bent his knees to look into my eyes. Concern darkened his and formed the tiniest little furrow between his brows. “There’s no shame in packing it away for Katie to sort through herself one day. She can decide what she wants to keep when the time comes.”

      “I know.” I sighed and stuck my hands into my hair with elbows sticking out to the side. It wasn’t the sexiest of poses when one wasn’t intentionally doing it to strike a pose, but I’d warned him that this wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Jacob waited patiently in front of me, never moving his gaze away from me but not making me feel like he was staring either. He was just watching. Making sure I was okay.

      A long minute later, I released the breath I’d been holding and nodded. “I want Katie to feel her mom here with us. Let’s see what we can fit in a way that works with the house. Whatever is left, I’ll put in storage for her.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.” He gave me a proud grin before turning to motion to a new-agey A-frame bookshelf. “I think that would look good in the corner next to the fireplace. Should we try it there?”

      “Yeah. Let’s do it.” Jacob was surprisingly good at making suggestions and a huge help in actually doing the heavy lifting I’d been putting off.

      We took a break for some toast and peanut butter, but he only gave us a few minutes before we got back to unpacking. With his help, for the first time, I could really see where things would fit into the home I was trying to build for Katie.

      It didn’t take me long to realize that, like with everything else, even unpacking Katherine’s things was just a little bit better with Jacob at my side.
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      Laurie and I spent all of Friday morning and most of the afternoon unpacking. I drained the glass of water in my hand, wiping my mouth before I set the empty glass back down on the kitchen counter.

      We’d finally gotten around to showering a couple of hours ago before finishing up some of the lighter work around the house. The difference between when we’d woken up and the way the house looked now was palpable.

      It’d felt homey before, but the gaping open spaces had made it feel unfinished. Like they’d just moved in a week ago and hadn’t gotten around to the nonessentials yet. The walls had been mostly bare, the rooms had felt empty, and most of the doors in the hallway had been closed because she’d used them and the garage as storage space.

      Laurie and Katie had caught a cab to my place the night before, and Laurie’s car had been parked outside when we arrived. Now that the garage was mostly clear, both of our cars were parked inside with only a few boxes lining the walls.

      “You really weren’t kidding when you said you still had a lot of stuff to get through,” I said, shifting on my stool to face her where she was sauteing onions on the stove. “We managed to get it all though, right?”

      “Right.” She tossed me a smile over her shoulder.

      After our admittedly long and sexy shower, she’d changed into a pair of sweats and a fitted, bright pink tank. Her feet were clad in socks, and an apron with the words “Kiss the Cook” emblazoned on it hung from her neck.

      Since I hadn’t had a change of clothes with me and we hadn’t wanted the girls to arrive to find me in the same clothing I’d worn when we’d left, I’d done something I promised myself I would never do. I ordered a few spare sets of comfortable clothing online and had them delivered.

      Once I’d changed into a pair of jeans, socks of my own, and a T-shirt, I’d put the rest of the clothes back in the brown paper shopping bag. I was planning on conveniently forgetting it so I’d have clean clothes next time I came over, and there would definitely be a next time if I had anything to say about it.

      The whole scene in the kitchen was comfortably domestic, and although I’d known I wanted a relationship exactly like this, I hadn’t realized how much until right that minute.

      “When did you say Jamie was dropping the girls off again?” Laurie asked after swallowing the last of her water.

      “Probably about half an hour from now,” I said, getting up to refill our glasses and replenish the ice while she kept cooking. “They’re just picking up the little boy she has to watch tonight from a different school and then getting some ice cream before she brings them over.”

      “That girl really is a saint.” Her full lips pulled to one side before she gave her head a shake. “Then again, so are you. I can’t wait to see Katie’s reaction when she walks in. It looks almost normal now. All that’s missing is dirty shoes next to the door and coats on the rack.”

      “Once the dirty shoes are there, you’ll wish you never said that.” I planted a kiss on her cheek when I took her glass to her. “Are you sure it’s okay if Allie and I stay for dinner?”

      “It’s not just okay. I’m going to have to insist that you stay to thank you for all your help today. I have no idea how you did it, but you somehow made it possible to get it done. Not just possible either, fun even.”

      “I had fun too. Maybe we should quit our jobs and start an interior design firm. If we do a good job, we could even get our own reality show. Stranger things have happened.”

      She rolled her eyes before lifting up a plastic chopping board to add the mushrooms she’d sliced earlier to the pan. “I had no idea you had aspirations to become a reality star. If you need a recommendation for a job well done, I’ll be happy to give you one, but I’m pretty happy with the career I already have.” Her nose scrunched up. “Or had anyway. The point is that I don’t think I’d do well with interior design. I mean, I needed you just to get through my own stuff. You even had to help me hang all my old artwork.”

      “Yeah, but not because you didn’t know where you wanted anything. Just because it was more emotional than regular stuff, since a lot of it belonged to Katherine. You’d do great at interior design. I don’t want to be a reality star either, but I’ve been told I have a face for television.”

      “Isn’t the saying that a person has a face for radio?” She laughed. “I think you got it wrong.”

      “I got it perfectly right.” Going up behind her, I wrapped my arms around her waist and peppered her neck with tender kisses. “You’ve seen my face. I belong on TV. Make me a star, baby.”

      She turned in the circle of my arms, her face flushed and happy as she punched my shoulder playfully. “You’re already a star. You don’t need me. Plus, I know how much your job means to you. You’ll never give it up for interior design.”

      “I could be convinced,” I said absently while playing with the strings of her apron. “Especially if we could make it like that show where we get sponsors to help people who really need their homes redone for whatever reason.”

      “You’re a big softie, you know that?” She caught my face between her hands and pushed up on her toes to kiss me.

      I hummed my agreement. “Sure. Whatever you say. Just don’t ever let any of my opponents hear it, okay? I have a reputation to uphold.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” she said before turning back to the stove to adjust the heat. “On a more serious note, I really can’t thank you enough for all your help today. I’d never have been able to do it without you.”

      I kept my arms around her, breathing in the delicious scent of her nutty shampoo combined with the aromas in the kitchen. “You’d have found your way through it. I mean that. Just because you accepted help doesn’t mean you couldn’t or wouldn’t have gotten it done on your own.”

      “Maybe eventually, but I’m still really glad you were here.”

      I held her tighter. “Me too. I know you could’ve done it on your own, but that doesn’t mean that I’m not happy that you knew you didn’t have to.”

      She turned her head to give me a sweet kiss. “Why does everything feel so much easier and better when you’re doing it with me?”

      Because we were meant to be.

      The thought struck out of nowhere, but as soon as it did, I knew it was true.

      There were people who needed years to know what was right for them. They needed experimentation and to live a little bit of a lot of lives before they settled on one. I had massive respect for those people who were willing to try so many things in order to know what they really wanted and needed out of life.

      I just wasn’t one of them. For as long as I could remember, I’d known what I wanted when I saw it and I went after it with that same dogged determination and perseverance Laurie had pointed out earlier.

      When I’d heard my grandmother’s story for the first time, I decided then and there that I wanted to be a lawyer who helped people. I’d taken a few other classes in college because my mother insisted I should at least try broadening my horizons, but my passion was law.

      While I was in elementary school, I’d seen a red-faced father wrestling a bunch of kids into putting on their shoes in the park. My friends had laughed and moved on, but for some reason, I stayed just a little bit longer.

      At the end, when their shoes were on and their blanket folded with all their toys inside it, each of the kids had gone and given him a big hug. It was at that moment that I’d known I wanted to be a father someday.

      In the years that had followed, there had been lots of moments like that. Moments when I saw something I wanted and I worked tirelessly to get it. Each of the biggest things in my life that made me the happiest boiled down to just one moment, and I’d had enough of them to know this was one.

      Laurie might’ve run for the hills if I told her that, though. She’d had an emotional day as it was and the last thing I wanted was to pile onto it.

      Soon, when the opportunity presented itself, I would do it. In the meantime, I settled for the truth without being too specific. “Everything is easier and better when we’re together because we’re good together.”

      “That we are,” she agreed, giving me another kiss before bending over to put the pan in the oven. “Have you thought about what we’re going to do about that?”

      “About us?” I asked, trying to ignore the fact that her perfect ass was pressed up against my crotch before she stood up again. Images from last night kept replaying in my brain and I wondered if we had time before Jamie dropped the girls off.

      “Yes. About us.” She stood up and placed her palms on either side of my neck, peering up into my eyes. “Unless you fried my brain last night, I vaguely remember something about you still being my lawyer. Isn’t it frowned upon to date clients?”

      “Let them frown,” I said, resting my forehead against hers. “I don’t give a fuck.”

      “You might not, but I do. I don’t want you jeopardizing your career for me.”

      “I told you I’d be fine going into interior design with you,” I said until a much more serious threat came to me. With a heavy sigh, I lifted my head away from hers before I shook it. “We have a big meeting set up with the movie production company on Monday. I didn’t want to tell you last night because we agreed not to talk business, but I set it up before I left the office yesterday.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really? Wow. You work fast.”

      “Yes, really, and yes, I do. All jokes aside, I really love what I do and so do you. I wouldn’t want to fuck it up for both of us and they’d definitely try to use it against us if they found out.”

      “So what do we do?” She kissed my chin. “Not see each other again outside of work until it’s over?”

      “Hey, no,” I whispered, coaxing her face up until she looked at me again. “We’ll just have to keep our relationship on the down low until I win the case. Then we can be open about it.”

      “Relationship?” she asked with a coy smile.

      “You heard me.” I lowered my mouth to hers, groaning when her soft lips brushed against mine.

      The kiss was tender and sweet, but it soon turned into something more. Just when I was about to rip her clothes off for round number God only knew how many, a knock at the door signaled Jamie’s arrival.

      She chuckled into my mouth. “I’d better get that. You have a situation to take care of before they see you. To be continued, okay?”

      “To be continued.” I pressed another firm kiss on her mouth before stepping back and turning away from her to take a deep breath while dragging my hands over my face and through my hair.

      Fuck. Of all the terrible fucking timing.

      And yet, I was looking forward to seeing Allie. I just needed a minute to get my shit together, and then I’d be ready to spend the rest of the day and night with my girls.

      All three of them.
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      It had been a long time since I’d had as many mouths to feed as I had that evening. My pots and pans were on the stove, my chicken was roasting in the oven, and I had a glass of red wine on the counter beside me.

      Even though Jamie’s interruption earlier had caused whatever the lady version of blue balls was, I’d honestly been happy that Katie was home. I was also happy that Jacob and Allie were still there.

      If I was being honest with myself, which I was making a point of being, I could admit that I’d missed this. Missed cooking for a family while hearing laughter coming from the other room. Missed feeling like I was really home. I’d even missed doing the dishes and cleaning while I was waiting for the food to be cooked.

      For too long, the house had felt like a shell, and now suddenly, it was a home. It reminded me of the days when I used to cook for Katie, Katherine, and our parents every third weekend. We’d alternated between all our houses, but my parents and I had come to an unspoken agreement when Katherine died not to do it anymore.

      It’d felt too empty without her, and we all just kept looking at the chair she should’ve been in. I still missed her obviously. More than I would ever be able to say.

      But every day with Jacob was making me feel more and more like myself again. More like there was a me left underneath everything that had been piled on top of me.

      I was thriving in the kitchen preparing a hearty fall meal for everyone while listening to them laughing their heads off as Jacob played with the girls in the living room. I loved hearing that sound filling up the house. It was yet another thing that I could definitely get used to.

      Smiling as I sipped my wine and waited for the timer on the potatoes to go off, I took a moment to take it all in. Only two months ago, I’d been standing in this very same kitchen completely out of depth and feeling like I’d never learn how to swim again.

      I hadn’t met Jacob or Allie yet, but I would shortly. There was no telling where I’d have been if I hadn’t met them, but I didn’t waste time thinking about that.

      Jacob had been right earlier when he said I would’ve gotten there by myself eventually. I could see now that I would have. Slowly but surely as I returned to myself, I was rediscovering so many things about me that I’d thought were completely out of reach.

      He was just helping me get there now, sooner than I might have by myself, and making it a lot more fun in the process. I’d noticed the bag of clothing he’d purchased earlier while complaining that shopping for clothes online supposedly wasn’t manly at all, and I was planning on asking him to leave it there if he wanted to.

      Somehow, I knew that what we had brewing between us wasn’t just a fleeting thing. It wasn’t very old, but it was very real. Maybe I should’ve been worried about how fast I was falling, but I wasn’t.

      The thing about Jacob was that, despite what I’d thought about him at the beginning, he was a man of his word and his word was his honor. He was old school that way. In all the conversations we’d had, he’d been completely frank and honest with me. He wasn’t the type who was going to uproot Allie and bolt because we’d become too much for him, nor was he the type who needed to sow his wild oats after his divorce to prove he still had it.

      Katherine would’ve said he was one of the few guys out there who really had the grown-up thing down to a T. No ifs, buts, or maybes about it.

      And she would’ve been right. He wasn’t some kid at heart who still wanted to fuck around, nor was he stuck in a life crisis while not being able to accept who he was.

      He was completely confident in his own skin and the fact that he’d spent the day sweating his ass off in his underwear to help me get everything unpacked just proved it. I’d gotten vulnerable and unsexy in front of him, and he’d gone and done the exact same thing. Even if he could never be completely unsexy no matter how hard he tried.

      The timer on the oven went off, and I dished everything up. When I was done, I walked to the doorway to give them a warning. “Dinner’s ready. If you guys want it hot, you better come help me carry all these trays. Did you set the table?”

      “We did!” Katie yelled before skidding into the kitchen.

      As soon as the girls had seen we were only in socks and wearing comfort gear, they’d kicked off their shoes and changed into their pajamas. Well, they’d changed into Katie’s pajamas but they fit Allie like they’d been bought for her. Luckily, they were the same size since Katie had worn Allie’s clothes to school that day.

      The little girl in question skidded in the door right after mine, sighing happily as she took a deep breath. “What are we having? It smells delicious.”

      “We’re doing fall comfort food tonight. Mashed potatoes, gravy, roasted chicken, and veggies. I hope you’re hungry. I expect clean plates.”

      “I’m sure we can make that happen.” Jacob grinned when he walked into the kitchen. “Direct us where you need us to go. We’ll make sure the food gets to the table. Allie’s right, by the way. It smells delicious in here.”

      To my surprise, he pecked me on the cheek when he walked past me. The girls dissolved into fits of giggles but snapped to attention when I handed over oven mitts and told them which dishes to take out.

      We sat down in the dining room with Allie and Katie on one side of the table and Jacob and me on the other. He put his hand on my thigh once he’d dished up, using one hand to eat while keeping the other firmly on me.

      “Has Allie told you what happened at school today?” Katie asked us, eyes bright and happy as she glanced at her friend. “It was so funny.”

      Allie’s cheeks grew rosy, accentuating the smattering of freckles on the bridge of her nose. “It wasn’t that funny, but I’ll tell you.”

      As she grew more animated, her hands started moving and she completely forgot about her food. “Katie and I were playing tag with some of the boys and—”

      “It wasn’t the variant of tag with kissing involved, was it?” Jacob growled, arching his brow before giving each of the girls a decidedly stern fatherly look.

      They exchanged a disgusted look, both of them scrunching up their noses. Allie frowned at her dad. “No, what even is that? Who would we kiss?”

      “No one.” Jacob relaxed back on his chair, making soothing circles with his fingers on my knee. “Continue. I just wanted to make sure I didn’t need to get out a rifle.”

      “No rifles necessary,” I said. “I think we still have a few years before you need to oil those up.”

      “Why are you two talking about rifles?” Katie asked, scooting forward. “Allie and I climbed up in a tree and we got surrounded. She accidentally spat on Megan Oswell’s head. That’s all.”

      “I didn’t spit on her,” Allie argued. “My mouth was just open while I was hanging on the branch trying to scope our way out. It just fell.”

      “Megan made such a scene that everyone scattered and we could get down safely,” Katie said, holding up her hand to high-five her friend.

      Allie slapped her palm before beaming and shrugging one shoulder. “It really was an accident, but we won the game because of it.”

      “And to think she once cried because a plastic doll got bubbles on her foot in a bubble bath,” Jacob said solemnly before lifting his wine glass. “Cheers to you, young winners. We’ve come a long way from crying over bubbles.”

      The girls clinked their water glasses against his, grinning at each other before taking a swig. Allie tucked into her food with more gusto than I thought such a little person could, chatting to us after she swallowed each mouthful.

      “We have a test on Monday,” she complained. “Katie said she’d help me study, but I suck at math.”

      “You don’t suck at it,” Katie said calmly. “You just need more practice. Ms. Davidson really rushes over stuff sometimes.”

      “Ms. Davidson,” they said in unison and rolled their eyes.

      Jacob and I both reminded them about being respectful toward their teachers and earned a “sorry” before they carried on talking. It was the first meal we’d had together at home except for Thanksgiving, but it felt exactly like a family meal.

      We laughed and bickered, ate, drank, and laughed some more. Jacob kept going on and on about how good the food was, clearing three plates before he finally pushed his cutlery together.

      “I don’t think I could eat another bite. That was incredible. Thank you, Laurie.”

      “It was delicious,” Allie agreed. “Dad’s a terrible cook, so our usual dinners are either takeout or the instant kind you just need to warm up.”

      I laughed. “He can’t be such a terrible cook. Thanksgiving was pretty good.”

      “It was catered,” she said. “Just like it is every year.”

      Jacob tossed a wadded-up napkin in her direction. “Stop giving away my secrets.”

      When dinner was over, we cleared the table together and Jacob rinsed the dishes before loading them in the dishwasher. It was still early, so I turned to them and clapped my hands. “How do you guys feel about a movie night? We have popcorn.”

      The kids squealed and nodded. When I glanced at Jacob, he just smiled. “Whatever you girls want, you get. Go pick the movie. I’ll be out as soon as I’m done.”
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      Laurie and the girls fell asleep on the sofa. The movie credits had rolled ages ago, but I stayed right where I was because I didn’t want to wake them. It felt so darn good to be there like that with them—even though Laurie had fallen asleep on my arm and Allie on my lap.

      Half my body had pins and needles, but I still wasn’t willing to move. Being there like that was too satisfying, too peaceful. It was a foreign feeling to me to be so content while not doing anything, but it was deeply satisfying in more ways than one.

      Usually, I was always on the go. Busy.

      Between work and Allie, there hadn’t been much time for me to just be quiet and still in the last few years. I’d come to associate being happy with being productive, but I wasn’t doing anything productive right then and there was a bone-deep feeling of quiet joy coursing through me.

      Spending time with Laurie and Katie made me feel like our family was finally rounded out. Complete.

      After Shannon left, I thought I’d never feel that way again. Not that I’d ever had a moment like that with her. Before Allie was born, we used to be close. It never felt quite like this, but we had some good times together. Once the baby came into the picture, however, she started distancing herself.

      We also hadn’t been close in the same way that I felt to Laurie right then. Our relationship had been go, go, go all the time. There had never been moments of intimacy quite like this one, where everyone was relaxed, sleepy, and happy to just be where they were.

      Shannon didn’t do relaxing in front of the TV after a movie night and dinner at home. She needed activity, to see and be seen. When she started distancing herself from us, I’d thought at first that she only needed time to adapt to having to be at home with the baby more often than she was out on the town.

      A rift formed between us and we’d never been able to pull back together. I’d been ecstatic about staying home with Allie, but Shannon had never quite gotten there. Even when she was home, she always kept busy.

      I’d longed for the kind of family time we were having with Laurie and Katie. I just hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it until that very moment.

      Laurie was reminding me of all sorts of things I’d always wanted. Realizing that there was a possibility I could still have them made me happy.

      Not the run-in-the-street-and-shout-it-from-the-rooftops kind of happy. It was more of a deep-seated happiness—the kind that fed my soul and had me smiling like a moron while sitting in the dark.

      The very last thing I wanted to do was leave. I’d have been more than okay with staying over again.

      As I stroked Allie’s hair in my lap, squeezed my arm around Laurie, and watched Katie sleep on Laurie’s other side with a soft smile of her own, I seriously considered closing my eyes and sleeping right where I was.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t always get what I wanted. Especially not when it came to things that affected other people.

      Katie had been in awe of the house when they’d first gotten home. She’d run around and pointed out a whole bunch of her mother’s things to Allie.

      Laurie and I had overheard her explaining where everything used to be in their old house, but we’d also heard the emotion in her voice when she spoke about it. Having seen how difficult it’d been for Laurie to be confronted with so much of her sister, I couldn’t even imagine how Katie must’ve felt.

      She was an incredibly resilient kid, though. She’d bounced back within minutes and had joined us in the living room to play games soon after. We’d laughed the night away, but those emotions were still inside there somewhere.

      There was no doubt in my mind that she and Laurie would want some privacy in the morning, and I had to get Allie home to her own bed anyway. She probably wouldn’t have minded another sleepover, but I didn’t want us to impose, and it was important that my relationship with Laurie didn’t confuse Allie.

      If we were really going to do it, we’d have to tread lightly and be mindful of the two little girls who were involved. Just because being with them felt right didn’t mean we were a family already—no matter how much it felt like we were sometimes.

      We’d have to talk to them about what was happening and make sure we didn’t confuse them. Our date last night and subsequent dinner and movie night that evening might’ve done exactly that already. I’d have to sit down with Allie about it sometime, but that would have to wait until tomorrow.

      The important thing tonight was getting her home. Gently shaking her shoulder, I bent over to whisper in her ear.

      “Allie, baby. You have to wake up, sweetheart. It’s time to go.”

      She stirred, covering a yawn with her hand while squeezing her eyes shut. “I’m sleeping, Daddy.”

      “I know, my angel. You can keep sleeping in the car. I’ll carry you to bed when we get home.”

      “Can’t we just sleep here?” she groaned softly.

      Laurie’s eyes blinked open, and I felt her turning into my side. “You’re welcome to sleep here if you want. It hardly seems fair to turn you out into the cold when we’re all so warm and comfy.”

      Allie still had her eyes closed, so I thought it was safe to turn my head and give Laurie a soft kiss on her forehead. “We should get home. Need any help getting Katie to bed?”

      “No, we’re okay. Let me walk you out.”

      I started to shake my head, but she silenced me with pursed lips.

      “I’m walking you out,” she whispered firmly. “Just give me a second to get up without waking Katie.”

      “Sure thing.” I wiggled Allie’s shoulder again. “Come on, sleepyhead. I can carry you to the car, but you know you’ll just wake up again while I’m strapping you in.”

      Like all other kids I’d ever heard of, Allie loved sleeping in the car. Ever since she’d been a baby, she’d be out as soon as the wheels started turning. Getting her into the car, however, was not so easy.

      Without fail, she would wake up as I started lowering her into her seat. Taking her out of it was fine, but getting her strapped in always seemed to wake her.

      She groaned again, rubbed her eyes, and nodded before sitting up. “Okay. Okay.”

      Moving like a hundred-and-something-year-old, she climbed off the couch and stretched while waiting for us. I followed after her and Laurie scooted sideways slowly, gently lowering Katie’s head until she was lying flat.

      “Can I help you guys gather anything?” she asked. “Also, remember to take your food.”

      “You really don’t have to send us home with leftovers,” I said, repeating the same statement I’d made about ten times a few hours earlier. “We loved the food, but I’m sure you’ll appreciate having some left over for tomorrow.”

      “We’re not talking about that again,” she said. “There’s plenty for us. It will make me feel better for keeping you all day if I know you’re fed tomorrow as well.”

      “Thank you, Laurie,” Allie said, much more gracious about accepting the home-cooked meal than I was. “Daddy might not want to take your food, but I will.”

      She smiled sweetly before moving forward and opening her arms to give Laurie a hug. “Thanks for dinner and for watching movies with us.”

      Laurie opened her arms to return the hug, holding Allie close while kissing the top of her head. “You’re welcome, sweetheart. I’ll cook for you again sometime soon, okay?”

      “Okay.” Allie yawned again when she stepped away, folding her arms around her midsection as she tilted her head in the direction of the garage. “I’m going to climb into the car. Katie and I already put my backpack in there earlier.”

      She stifled another yawn before turning around and heading off. Laurie had already packed up our food and handed over the bag she went to collect from the kitchen.

      “No complaining about it anymore,” she said. “I like feeling like I’m helping take care of you.”

      It took everything in my power not to kiss her, but Allie could come back in at any moment and Katie could open her eyes. Enveloping her in my arms instead, I gave her a lingering hug and relished the feel of her body against mine.

      When I glanced at Katie lying on the couch, I found her awake and watching our every move. She smiled when we made eye contact, then closed her eyes and burrowed deeper into the cushion underneath her.

      Laurie kissed me softly on my chest, right over my heart, and let me go. “Thanks again for everything today. You were a real lifesaver.”

      “Anything you need, I’m only a phone call away.” I meant it, too. “I have some work to do tomorrow, but I’ll see you at our meeting on Monday?”

      “I’ll be there.” She brought her hand to mine but didn’t take it. Giving my fingers a light squeeze, she nodded toward the hallway. “You should get going. I’m sure Allie’s eager to get back to sleep.”

      “I wish we could stay.”

      “Same, but I understand why you can’t. We’ll see each other on Monday, right? The weekend will be over before you know it.”

      “Doubt it.” I grabbed her hand once we were out of the living room, holding it tightly for the few seconds we had until I had to let her go again. “Have a good night, Laurie. Sleep well.”

      “Same to you.” She opened the garage door by hitting a button on a panel by the door. She waved once I’d buckled Allie in and gotten into the car myself.

      My daughter wasn’t asleep when we pulled onto the road, but I knew she would be soon, so I kept the radio off and the heat on. A few blocks away from Laurie’s house, Allie surprised me when I glanced in the rearview mirror to see her eyes still open and on mine.

      “Do you like Laurie, Daddy?” she asked, her voice thick with the sleep I knew was tugging at the edges of her brain.

      “Of course, I like her, honey. What’s not to like?”

      “Do you love her?” she asked.

      I checked the road before twisting in my seat to look at her for just a second. We were on a quiet, wide road with no other cars on it and no intersection for at least another mile or so.

      Our moment of locking eyes told me that she wasn’t hurt or afraid. She was simply curious about my feelings.

      “Why would you ask me that, sweetie?” Laurie and I hadn’t done anything I could think of that would’ve made it obvious we were more than just friends.

      She shrugged. “It’s just a feeling, I guess. There’s something about the way you look at her.”

      I didn’t deny it. While I didn’t want to confuse her, I also didn’t want to lie to her. It felt like it was too soon to love her, but every reply I tried formulating about how it wasn’t love yet just felt like an outright lie.

      “Would you be upset if I did, you know, love her?” I asked eventually. I supposed that was the pertinent part of the discussion anyway.

      If it would upset Allie, I’d have to seriously figure out how to go about discussing our relationship with her. I’d also have to figure out how to explain to her that just because I loved Laurie and Katie too didn’t mean I loved her any less.

      Not that I love Laurie and Katie. I can’t possibly…

      Allie, as it turned out, didn’t have nearly as many thoughts about it running through her mind. She smiled and shook her head. “I wouldn’t be upset. I like Laurie too, and the idea of Katie being my sister is pretty cool.”

      Well, what do you know. Pretty cool? That’s awesome.

      I returned her smile and felt the realization settling into my bloodstream. I’m falling in love with Laurie, and Allie is okay with it.
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      “We’re prepared to offer your client a settlement,” a big, red-faced man from the movie company said once we were all seated.

      Jacob had introduced the man as Max a few minutes ago. Judging from his prominent place at the center of the table among the company’s defense team, I assumed he was the head honcho.

      My eyes flew open as wide as they could go when I heard him say the word “settlement.” I hadn’t been expecting that at all. Jacob had warned me that they might try to play hardball instead of rationally discussing the matter or offering to settle with us right off the bat.

      He smirked beside me now. “I see you’ve had a chance to look over the documentation I sent on Saturday?”

      “Indeed, I have.” Max had jowls like an overweight bulldog, and they jiggled when he nodded. “We’ve discussed the matter with our client and we believe the amount of five hundred thousand dollars should be more than sufficient.”

      I saw stars. Big, bright stars that made me completely blind to the room around me. Five hundred thousand dollars?

      Eric had told me I should take whatever I could get if they ever offered me anything, and five hundred thousand dollars sounded like a pretty darn good anything to me. I really, really hadn’t been expecting it to be an amount with quite so many zeroes behind it.

      I blinked, trying to clear the shocked stars from my vision while scooting forward to tell them I’d take it. My mouth had gone so dry that I had to lick my lips while also trying to breathe air into my suddenly oxygen-starved lungs.

      Jacob started laughing in his seat next to me. I totally understood his exhilaration. That is amazing!

      He, however, clearly had other plans. I felt him straightening his spine while his amusement faded. My gaze darted toward him and found him wearing a stone-faced expression once more. “Your offer is insulting. I suggest you come back with a much bigger number, or my client and I are walking.”

      “Be reasonable, Mr. Parker.” Max sighed loudly, like Jacob was exasperating him. “Five hundred thousand dollars is a lot of money,”

      “It’s not nearly enough. Your client stands to make millions from the film. They stole my client’s intellectual property and I can prove it. We’ll see you in court if we need to.”

      Max glanced at the woman sitting on his right. They had a silent exchange before he sighed again and turned back to Jacob. “May we have the room, please?”

      “Sure,” he replied. Pushing back his chair, he stood, did the button on his jacket, and pulled my chair out for me. “Let us know when you’re ready.”

      I got up without saying a word, walking past him into the hallway when he paused at the door. Once it swung shut behind him, my palms started sweating.

      “Why did you turn them down?” I asked. My voice was barely above a whisper, but even I could hear the stress in it. “Are you sure we’re not pushing them too hard?”

      “Nope.” He reached for my shoulders and curled his fingers around them, his eyes intent on mine. “People like them expect you to push. If you don’t, they walk all over you.”

      “What if they decide to take this to court? I really don’t want to end up in court if I can avoid it.” Just the thought of it was enough to make my pulse accelerate and my stomach turn. I’d known there was a possibility that the case would go there, of course, but I was holding out hope that it wouldn’t be necessary.

      Staring into Jacob’s light brown eyes, so full of warmth and emotion again now that he was looking at me instead of his opponent, I dragged in a breath and forced myself to focus.

      He massaged my shoulders until he saw me coming back to him. “If we have to go to court, we go to court. We’re not the ones who have anything to worry about if that happens. You have an airtight case, Laurie.”

      “Eric didn’t seem to think so.” I sucked my lips into my mouth and breathed through my nose, trying my best to remain calm and level-headed.

      Jacob rolled his eyes, shaking his head at me. “I don’t give a damn what Eric thought. It doesn’t matter anyway because he was wrong.”

      Before I could stop myself, I glanced at the door and studied the wood grain like it would become invisible and I’d be able to see straight through it. “How long do you think they’re going to be?”

      He lifted a shoulder, but his gaze was fixed on mine. “It depends on whether they have to phone for instructions. I think they already have them and they’re just letting us sweat a little.”

      “It’s working,” I muttered.

      We were standing in the hallway off of Jacob’s office. There were people everywhere and Dannie would be able to see us if she just rolled her chair back a foot. Our opponents could open the door at any given moment.

      It was impossible to hug him, but I really, really wanted to. Keeping our relationship on the down-low was definitely going to be more difficult than I expected—even if that was technically only our first day of having to do it.

      You won’t have to if you settle, a voice whispered at the back of my mind. It could all be over today.

      “Don’t worry about what they’re doing or saying in there,” Jacob said, pulling me out of my tempting thoughts. “What’s your bottom line?”

      I frowned and realized he must’ve said something that I hadn’t heard. “My bottom line for what?”

      He chuckled and arched his eyebrows at me. “What amount will you be happy settling for?”

      “I would have taken the five hundred thousand!”

      If he hadn’t spoken before I’d processed the shock, I’d have a check in my hand already. I trusted him, though. If he thought we could and should get more, I believed he was right.

      Shaking his head, he brushed my fingers with the back of his before pulling them away. “That offer was ridiculous. Your time and work are worth way more than that, and so is the last year you’ve spent agonizing over the fact that someone stole your work.”

      I turned it over in my head. “What do you think that’s worth, then? Half a million dollars isn’t an amount I’d scoff at. I mean, sure, I’d also thought it could be more, but that’s a lot of money. Think about what it could mean to Katie.”

      “I’m not taking anything less than two million dollars unless you instruct me otherwise.” He crossed his arms and stood up to his full height, a mask falling back in place over his features. “It’s worth at least that, Laurie.”

      For a full minute, all I could do was stare and gape at him. Eventually, I managed to swallow to get some moisture back into my mouth and remembered how to speak.

      “Two million dollars?” I said the words slowly, drawing them out while lowering my chin and blinking too much and too fast.

      He grinned and nodded. “Two million dollars.”

      I gasped. There was no way we were getting a sum that large from them. There couldn’t be. Right?

      Before I could ask if he was joking, the door cracked open and Max’s righthand woman motioned us back inside. “We’re ready for you.”

      “Thank you.” Jacob put his hand on my back and guided me into the conference room, giving the woman a polite smile as we breezed past her.

      Well, he breezed. My legs felt like they were made of lead and my brain couldn’t wrap itself around the fact that Jacob thought we could walk away with even half that amount.

      Once we were seated, Jacob waved a hand at Max. “The floor is yours. I hope you’ve come to your senses. What have you got for me?”

      The man had these sharp, ice-blue eyes that looked like they could shred a person in half with the glare he gave Jacob. Jacob didn’t even flinch, though. If anything, he looked mildly amused.

      “We’re willing to offer you one and a half million dollars.” He pushed a sheet of paper across the table. “Take it or leave it.”

      I hadn’t even realized that writing settlement figures or whatever down was something that happened in real life, but it did. It was also the silly thing my brain chose to focus on because HOLY FUCK.

      Did he just say one and a half million dollars?

      I could hardly breathe. That was more money than I could even write down without having to think about the amount of zeroes that had to go into the number.

      Jacob, on the other hand, didn’t seem fazed at all. In fact, he didn’t even look at the corny piece of paper they’d handed him. He kept his eyes straight ahead and still looked nothing but amused.

      When he moved, it was to roll his chair back a foot. He leaned into the padded leather and smirked while shaking his head again.

      “I’m afraid that’s not acceptable.” He bent over and unzipped the leather bag he’d brought into the room with him earlier.

      I gasped—again—when he extracted a paperback boxset of the series the movie was based on. He slid it across the table to Max before he pressed his point.

      “Have you ever read those?” His tone was conversational, but I had a feeling he was about to break out the big guns. “You should if you haven’t yet. They’re really good.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed even further. “What is this about?”

      “It’s about the fact that your scriptwriter didn’t even bother to change most of the characters names, never mind what happens in the actual scenes. I’ve watched every trailer out so far, and I’ve been able to pinpoint the scene exactly. The dialogue is the same. The characters even wear the same clothes.”

      “Coincidence,” he spat. “Your client doesn’t have copyright over those names or outfits.”

      “Maybe not over the names and outfits, but she does have copyright in the work.” Jacob continued like that for five solid minutes.

      He was a master at the table. I was completely in awe as I watched him, not to mention totally turned on. The way he was fighting for me was incredible.

      I almost forgot there were other people in the room with us as I watched him dominating the negotiation. And he did it all without getting up or raising his voice.

      By the time he was done, I was practically squirming in my seat. I didn’t know if he had any other meetings planned after that, but I sure hoped not. If I had any say in it, I was dragging him back to his office and jumping his bones regardless of what the outcome of our meeting was.

      Going to court might not be so bad if it meant getting to watch him in action like that for a few days. Max was slightly red when Jacob stopped talking.

      He gritted his teeth and shot a glance at the woman next to him. She gave him a slight nod before he faced Jacob again. “We can offer you three million dollars to settle the thing. That’s our final offer.”

      Shocked didn’t begin to describe how I felt when those words came out of his mouth. My ears suddenly turned hot and then all I could hear was blood rushing.

      My head spun. I was vaguely aware of Jacob replying and saw him turning his head toward me, but I couldn’t get anything else.

      The tiniest hint of a smile appeared at the corners of his lips before he spoke to Max again. “We’ll take it. I’ll draw up the paperwork and send it over to you.”

      It sounded like he was speaking from a different dimension instead of right next to me. I really couldn’t believe it. Three million dollars?

      What on earth was I going to do with that kind of money? Obviously, Katie could have whatever her heart desired and I would definitely invest in a tuition fund for her, but the possibilities running through my mind were endless.

      Three. Million. Dollars. Whoever would’ve thought a silly little thought I’d had in the shower would lead to something worth that? I hadn’t. That was for sure.

      “We have the paperwork ready,” Max said. “We can sign it now and get it over with.”

      “Unless your paperwork makes provision for what my client might be entitled to in the event a sequel is ever made, I’m afraid we can’t sign it.”

      They hashed out more details while I sat there stunned and feeling like I was going to wake up at any moment. I pinched myself, not even caring when the righthand woman smirked when she noticed what I was doing.

      After a round of handshakes, the other lawyers were gone and we had the room to ourselves. I’d managed to stand up to say goodbye, and once Jacob had closed the door behind them, he came to stand in front of me.

      I watched as a slow grin broke out across his face. When it did, it was like I surfaced and the full magnitude of what had just happened hit me.

      Letting out a squeal that would have made a pig proud and didn’t even embarrass me one bit, I leaped into his arms. He caught me without hesitating, still grinning when he slanted his lips over mine.

      I wound my arms around his shoulders and kissed him back with every ounce of emotion I felt. His tongue swept across my lips and I opened for him, moaning before we broke apart only to kiss again.

      “Thank you,” I whispered between the heated meeting of our mouths. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you. You’re a lifesaver. I’m so grateful you cut me off that day in traffic.”

      He chuckled, holding me closer and resting his forehead against mine. His eyes were dark with lust, but there was also something so much more than that in them.

      “Anything for you, Laurie. Whatever you need, I’m here for you.”
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      No victory had ever tasted sweeter.

      I might not have shown it, but I’d been more nervous about that meeting than I cared to admit. Everything rode on it, and I’d known it. I really would have gone to court if necessary, but a court was a fickle place, and just because the law was on my side didn’t mean I’d have gotten Laurie what she deserved.

      We’d made out in the conference room until there had been a knock on the door. Another lawyer at the firm had booked it for a meeting in the slot after ours, so we’d had to leave.

      I ended up taking the afternoon off to spend some time with her before we had to collect the girls from school. Laurie didn’t know it yet, but I’d also arranged to take the next day off to celebrate properly. I’d even called the school to let them know we’d be picking the girls up early.

      They wouldn’t let me make arrangements for Katie, but they’d made a note and said that if Laurie came with me to sign her out, everything would be fine. It was almost time for the Christmas break anyway, and the kids wouldn’t miss too much by staying away for just one day.

      Besides, Katie and Laurie had both been through a lot with that court case. I knew she’d tried to keep the details from Katie, but Laurie was worried about how stressed she’d been.

      Max had sent over the signed settlement agreement that morning—with provisions for further compensation in the event of them making any movies based on any of Laurie’s books in the future—and I had it in my hand when I knocked on her door.

      “Jacob!” she exclaimed when she saw me. Throwing her arms around my neck, she gave me a kiss that ended far too quickly and then lowered her head to nuzzle my throat. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

      When she pulled back, I saw her brow was furrowed and there was panic in the way her nostrils flared. Holding up my hand to show her the paperwork, I shot her a grin and shook my head.

      “Absolutely nothing wrong. They sent over the papers and I thought we should celebrate the win and not having to go to court.”

      Her jaw slackened. “They sent it already? We only had the meeting yesterday.”

      “Yep, but they were serious about tying it up in a neat little bow as fast as possible. That’s why they brought their crappy agreement with them.”

      “It’s all over?” Disbelief rang loud and clear in her voice.

      “It’s all over.” I pulled her back into my arms and claimed her lips for a long, slow kiss. “Which also means that we don’t have to keep our relationship quiet anymore.”

      “Oh yeah?” She waggled her brows, smiling when she looked up at me again, and stepped back into the house. “What would you like to do to celebrate?”

      “I love the way you think.” I reached forward to grab her hand and tug her onto the doorstep again. If I went into that house right then, I was keeping her there until we had to go get the girls, and I had other things in mind. “But that will have to wait for later. I have an entire day planned for us, and it starts with you coming with me to pick up the girls.”

      “It’s only nine. They’re not done for hours.”

      I shrugged. “Unless their parents sign them out, which I’ve already taken the liberty of getting set up for us.”

      She searched my eyes before nodding. “I might feel guilty about that for the rest of my life, but sure. Let’s go help the girls play hooky from school so we can celebrate with them. Are you sure that’s a good enough reason to yank them out?”

      “It is for what I’m planning.” I smirked. “I’m getting old out here. Are you coming?”

      She smirked right back at me. “Apparently not, but I’m okay with that if it means getting to see what you have up your sleeve. Let me grab my stuff. I’ll be right back.”

      “We can always do that later,” I called after her when she disappeared into the house.

      A minute later, she was back. Her purse was slung over her shoulder and she had her sunglasses in one hand. “Care to let me in on your secret?”

      “Nope. You’ll have to wait and see.”

      Since the school had advance notice that we were coming, both the girls were already out of class and waiting for us when we arrived. We had no problems getting them out, and my heart swelled to see them sitting side by side in the back of my car.

      Anyone who saw us would inevitably believe we were a family again, and I liked that even more than I had before. The three of them giggled and speculated about where we were going, but I kept my mouth shut and my eyes on the road. They’d know soon enough, and I really hoped they liked it.

      Laurie was the first to notice where we were when we pulled into the Christmas tree lot on the outskirts of the city. She clapped her hands over her mouth and turned to the girls.

      “Looks like we’re going tree shopping, ladies.”

      Katie hopped in her seat and let out an excited whoop while Allie held her hand up for a high-five from her friend. “Dad and I always see if we can get one tall enough to touch the roof.”

      “That’s awesome.” Katie leaned forward and looked at Laurie. “Can we also get one that big?”

      She grinned. “Of course, we can.”

      We climbed out of the car, forming a line and holding hands, with me and Laurie at the sides as we walked in. The girls broke rank almost immediately, running off to inspect our options while Laurie and I trailed behind. We didn’t touch, but we walked so close together that we might as well have been.

      After spending an age picking out our trees, we strapped them to my roof and dropped theirs off at their house before continuing on to ours. I set it up in our living room and brought my hands to my hips.

      “I think that’s a good place for it to go. Are we all in agreement?”

      A chorus of yeses rang out, and I smiled. “Great. Let me go grab the box with the decorations. I thought we could all decorate it together, watch some Christmas movies, and get in the festive spirit.”

      Katie was the first to respond, bouncing on the balls of her feet with her eyes growing misty. “That was my favorite tradition with my mom. We would eat her homemade mac and cheese, drink as much soda as I wanted, and watch Christmas movies while we put the tree up.”

      Laurie sniffed softly, hiding her face behind the curtain of her hair. I saw her swipe her fingers beneath her eyes before she took a deep breath and looked up again, a tight smile fixed on her lips. “How about I go get started on mac and cheese while Jacob digs out the decorations and you two choose a movie?”

      “That sounds awesome,” Allie gushed. She moved to her friend’s side and gave her a hug. “Tell me more about your mom. I wish I could’ve known her.”

      “So do I.” They wandered over to the TV while I went to Laurie and put my hand on her back, stroking my thumb up and down in reassuring movements.

      “It’s good for her to remember those things about her mother,” I said softly. “Look at her. She’s not broken. She’s smiling. That’s because of you, Laurie.”

      Laurie leaned into me and closed her eyes as she rested her head on my shoulder. “It just gets me whenever she reminisces. It is good that she remembers Katherine, though. You’re right. I’m surprised she’s still smiling. Most of the time, especially when it comes to Christmas memories, she gets very sad.”

      “We’re going to make today special for her. If she wants to be sad, we’ll let her know we’re all there for her. But we’re going to do our best to give her some fun memories.”

      “I’ve tried every year, but I definitely think having you and Allie here has helped to keep her smiling.” She kissed my shoulder before bringing her head back down on it.

      I lifted my gaze to check on the girls and found Allie giving me a knowing smile. She’s too wise for her own good.

      Turning my head to kiss the top of hers, I realized there was no sense trying to hide my affection from the girls anymore. Allie clearly knew, and if Katie didn’t know yet, she would very soon. I doubted very much that my daughter would keep her discovery to herself, and I wasn’t going to put her in the position of having to deceive or lie to her friend by asking her not to say anything.

      As if on cue, Allie nudged Katie in the ribs with her elbow and nodded at us. The other little girl dragged her over to the tree, where they broke off a tiny branch before running to us.

      “It’s not mistletoe,” Allie said, “but it’s close enough.”

      Laurie lifted her head to exchange a look with me. There was apprehension in her eyes, but the corners of her lips were tilted up, and she gave me a slight nod.

      I faked an exasperated sigh, which made the girls giggle, plucked the branch from between her fingers and held it over our heads. Laurie laughed when I snaked my arm around her and positioned my leg behind hers but stopped abruptly when I dipped her down in a kiss worthy of one of those Christmas movies we would be watching shortly.
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      I snuggled in under a blanket on my sofa with a pile of wrapping paper on the coffee table and a heap of presents at my feet. “I dropped the girls off at Sue’s house. The sleepover is being chaperoned by her parents, her aunt, and her much older sister. They should be okay. I’ve given them both our numbers and told them to call if they needed anything.”

      Jacob loosened his tie, set the bag of presents he’d brought over down on the floor, and sipped the mug of coffee I’d pressed into his hand when I’d opened the door. “Allie went to Sue’s Christmas sleepover last year. I promise you they will be fine. Sue’s parents always arrange it for the first or second Friday in December to give the other parents time to get their wrapping and shopping done.”

      My brows lifted and I nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe we should return the favor? Ask them if Sue can come for a sleepover sometime soon to give them some time?”

      “That’s a great idea.” He bent over to kiss my forehead, then straightened up and nodded toward my bedroom. “I don’t know about you, but I’m definitely not spending all afternoon and night doing all our wrapping in my suit.”

      “Good point.” I pushed the blanket off and stood up, stretching my arms above my head. “Let’s go get comfortable.”

      We changed into sweatpants and T-shirts, replenished our coffees, and made ourselves at home on the living-room floor. Allie and Jacob had offered to help us set up our Christmas tree, but we’d decided on doing it ourselves. It felt important that we do it together that year. Just the two of us.

      It stood on one side of the room, the multi-colored lights bathing it in festive colors as the sun set outside. I had put on Christmas music, and the soft sounds of the classics played over the speakers next to our TV.

      Jacob lit a fire in the hearth before joining me in the center of the room. “Right. Where should we start?”

      “Do you know how to make corners, or are you more of a freestyle wrapper?” I asked, somehow keeping a perfectly straight face.

      He managed to keep his own expression serious for only a beat before he burst out laughing. “I can make corners, but I consider myself decent at freestyle as well.”

      I placed my palms on the floor behind me and lay back on them. “Really? Go for it. I’d love to hear that.”

      “Ahh, I see what you did there but I’m not rapping. I came here to wrap.” He eyed the pile of gifts between us while I shrugged and let out a chuckle.

      “It was worth a try.” I rolled my head to the side and took in the tree, a fond smile lighting up my eyes. “Katie and I actually had a good time decorating.”

      “Yeah?” He leaned forward, crossing his legs and propping his elbows on his knees. “I’m glad. It sounded like it used to be a very special time for her.”

      I nodded. “Like she said, it was their favorite tradition. These last few years, my parents and I have been trying, but I think it was just too different. This year, I did everything exactly the way Kat used to. We made a night of it. We had mac and cheese together again. We watched Christmas movies and pulled a mattress in here and slept on our very own Christmas bed. Basically, all the same stuff we did at your place the other day.”

      “That was a good time. I think it might become a new tradition in our household to do it that way too.” He turned to look at our tree again. “Whose idea was it to add the chocolates as decorations?”

      “Mine.” I sighed and lifted a hand to rub the back of my head. “I pulled all of Katherine’s Christmas stuff out of storage and put that up. It didn’t make me want to feel like I was about to fall apart, which I was immensely thankful for, so then I decided to add just a little bit of my own flavor too.”

      “It’s a great idea. It’ll make the day you take it all down awesome if you wake up and have them for breakfast.” I winked. “I may know two people who will come help take some of them off your hands.”

      “Is that so?” I laughed. “You’ll have to invite them then.”

      “Great. We’ll be here.” He sucked in a breath, looking like he was trying to decide if he should bring up an idea. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something.”

      “Really?” I cocked my head. “What’s up?”

      He dragged in a breath through his nostrils before the words came rushing out. “How would you guys like to come spend Christmas Day with us?”

      My eyes widened in surprise. I didn’t think we were anywhere near that phase of our relationship, but I’d been playing with the idea of inviting them, too. “We’d love that. Are you sure it would be okay?”

      He caught my hand and pressed a kiss to the center of my palm. “Nothing would make either of us happier. Also, I’m proud of you for having the courage to hang all of Katherine’s decorations. I think it means you’re healing.”

      “It’s all thanks to you,” I whispered, leaning forward to kiss his mouth. “I know Christmas is still three weeks away, but being with you has helped to put me in the Christmas spirit.”

      “Really?” He smirked against my lips and I felt him waggle his brows against my forehead. “Do you want to be put on the naughty or nice list?”

      I grinned deviously. “I think that’s up to you to decide.”

      “I can manage that.” Winding his arms around me, he pulled me into his lap so I was straddling him and brought his mouth back to mine.

      I melted into him, twisting my fingers into his hair and kissing him back hungrily. The soft noises he let out turned the blood in my veins to fire, and I suddenly felt far too hot.

      Dropping my hands, I grabbed at the hem of my T-shirt to lift it over my head. Jacob’s fingers closed over mine a second later, taking over and running his fingertips along the sensitive skin on my belly and lower back before finally freeing me from it.

      Our lips parted for the fabric to pass between us, and he pulled back even farther to rake his gaze down my exposed torso. He groaned, toying with the straps of my bra before moving his head forward to plant the softest kisses along my collarbone and neck.

      While he seemed to have made it his mission to drive me mad with need, I reached for his shirt and tugged it over his head. My hips rolled against his, feeling him harden until it was like I was grinding against a metal pole in his pants.

      Bubbles of euphoria traveled through me on each pass of my already very sensitive clit against him. Running my fingers lightly across the lean muscles in his arms and back, I felt him shiver against me.

      It was clear he wasn’t in any rush, but I supposed we didn’t have to be. I was enjoying every second of it, and while I wanted him more than anything, I could wait. My nerves were on high alert, and with the fire crackling behind us, the music flowing, and the Christmas lights blinking, it felt like every sensation was heightened.

      I tangled my hands into his hair again, gripping it softly to get him to drop his head back. When he did, his lips were swollen from our earlier kisses and parted, his eyes half-lidded but filled with so much emotion.

      We locked eyes for a moment before moving our mouths forward together. Meeting in the middle, our kisses were far more urgent and passionate than before.

      Jacob’s arms wrapped around me, his fingers climbing up the vertebrae in my spine until they reached my bra. He undid the clasp, dragging the straps down my arms and tossing the thing far, far away.

      In the back of my mind, I hoped the bra hadn’t landed in the fire. It wasn’t a particularly sexy one, even if it wasn’t a nude-colored, cotton device, but it was one of the ones I owned that skirted the comfy-sexy line quite well.

      It was soft enough not to hurt, had enough support without making me feel like I was going to drown in my own boobs, and the black padding wasn’t so thick that I felt like I’d stuffed a sock in there. Ahh well. If it’s ruined, it’s ruined.

      I definitely wasn’t breaking off that kiss or that moment to check on my bra. Forgetting about it for the moment, I pressed my chest against his and moaned when my puckered nipples brushed against his warm skin.

      My hips sped up and I could feel an orgasm building. If we kept going like that, it was going to happen before he even took my pants off.

      His hands gripped my hips and stilled them. Then he banded one strong arm around my back and reached out with the other. The blanket I’d been snuggled underneath earlier was only just within his reach, but he snagged it with the tips of his fingers and spread it out—sort of—behind me.

      Lowering me slowly while balancing his weight on his knees and mine in his arms, he laid me down on the blanket. I stared into his eyes, not blinking as he placed a large hand in the center of my chest and drew it slowly down.

      He held my gaze but brought his head to my chest, licking and nipping while I stroked his hair and arched my back. I wished I could do more for him, but I couldn’t reach any of those parts. I would get my chance later. Making him feel everything he made me feel was one of my favorite pastimes and one I always insisted on no matter how long I had to wait for it.

      When his lips had traveled down to the waistband of the sweatpants I’d only just put on, I lifted my ass and he rolled them off. My panties went with them, and the small bundle was dropped next to us.

      Jacob knelt between my legs, that lock of hair over his forehead and his eyes absolutely burning into mine. I’d been grappling with an admission I needed to make, but as I stared up at him in that moment, I knew he wouldn’t run from me if I said it.

      Many men might’ve taken off for the hills if a woman told him she loved him after only a couple of months, but not Jacob. He wouldn’t be scared off if I told him the truth.

      Because it was the truth. I absolutely, irrevocably loved him more than I had loved anyone before. More than I had ever thought I could love someone.

      I loved Jacob Parker. Now I only had to figure out how to tell him.
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      Laurie naked, her body bathed in firelight and her eyes intent on mine, was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. It had to be one of the most erotic too, but that wasn’t the thought my mind had gotten stuck on.

      The thought I’d gotten stuck on was how the hell I’d become the lucky son of a bitch who got to undress her, who got to make love to her while wrapping Christmas presents, and to wake up with her in the morning.

      My body was so desperate for hers that my muscles were trembling, but I held myself back to commit that moment to memory. She was gorgeous and so damn sexy and mine.

      I wanted to kiss every inch of her, and so that was what I did. Starting at her feet, I placed small kisses on the soles and worked my way up. Her ankles, calves, the backs of her knees, and the insides of her thighs got the same treatment.

      She moaned when the next obvious destination for my mouth was her silky wet slit, but I moved on to her hipbones instead. I trailed my lips between them before moving up to her belly button. From there, I made a straight shot up to her chest.

      I’d only just kissed every part of her bare torso, but I loved the noises she made when I sucked on her nipples. They drove me nuts, but it was so worth it.

      My mouth closed around her hardened nub, eliciting a throaty, raw moan that made me release one of my own. I felt her move her legs farther apart when one of her thighs hit mine. Her fingers tightened in my hair and she shivered beneath me.

      With my hips within her reach, she pushed down my sweatpants and lifted my underwear over my fully grown dick. Using her toes to push them all the way down, she kicked them aside and wrapped her legs around me.

      Her eyes were bright but calm when I looked into them. “Have you been tested recently?”

      “We had a health day at the office a few months ago. Why?”

      She played with my hair and adjusted her body so my bare cock parted her folds. “Let me guess. You got a clean bill of health?”

      “Yep.” I frowned, clenching the muscles in my stomach and trying to gain some fucking control. “What are you doing here, baby?”

      “I’m clean too. I haven’t been with anyone in years and I had to get tested for everything when I redid my insurances.”

      “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” I took in a shuddering breath. “Because I want you to be very sure before you suggest that.”

      She smiled softly and raised her head to press a kiss to my mouth. “I’m as sure as I’ve ever been about anything. I’m on birth control, so we’re clear on that part of it, too.”

      “You’re absolutely sure about that?” I asked again, even as I started sinking into her. Everything else would have to wait tonight.

      She felt way too good to retreat. If she said yes, it was happening.

      Laurie nodded before winding her arms around my neck and pulling me even closer to her. “I’m sure, Jacob. I want that. We’re both clean. I’m meticulous about taking my pill. I’m sure. I promise.”

      Instead of replying, I slanted my lips over hers and said everything I wanted to say with my body. I didn’t know how many minutes or hours passed as I lost myself in her. If I wasn’t kissing her, I was looking into her eyes. My hands never left hers, except for when I felt her nearing the edge.

      Three strokes with my thumb later and she toppled over, arching her neck and slamming her mouth to mine. I wasn’t ready for it to be over yet, though.

      Slowing down only long enough for her to catch her breath, I started speeding up again when I couldn’t hold back anymore. We were covered in a thin layer of sweat by the time I felt my release right around the next bend.

      Our bodies moved together seamlessly until we both cried out. I buried my head in the crook of her neck and she stroked my hair as we came down together, the occasional tremor still passing through us.

      We lay with our limbs intertwined in front of the fire after. I held her close as our breathing returned to normal. The sun had set properly outside, and the only light in the living room was the flickering red, green, and yellow from the Christmas tree and the orange glow from the fire.

      I’d read about making love in front of a fire, especially at that time of year, so many times. There was also so many movies with the seemingly obligatory scene of a couple getting it on on a bearskin rug while a fire roared behind them.

      I’d never really understood the appeal, but I sure did now. There was something magical about that moment. Something that made me want to stay in it forever, which meant it was time to get up.

      I groaned in her ear, drawing my legs away from hers. “We’d better get those presents wrapped before I fall asleep.”

      “Are you sure we can’t just have a little nap?” She flashed me a sated, lazy smile when I sat up, wrapping the blanket around her.

      Shaking my head, I grinned and pulled the blanket off her. “No can do. You know as well as I do that we’ll end up fooling around some more and then falling asleep until tomorrow morning. Come on, lazy bones. Let’s do it.”

      She sighed but heaved herself into a sitting position as well. When I was sure she wasn’t about to doze off on me, I got up and felt her eyes on my naked ass when I walked to the kitchen to get us some wine.

      “How do you feel about naked present wrapping?” she asked when I came back in carrying two glasses of red wine. She’d arranged the blanket around her shoulders, but it was toasty enough in there that it wasn’t strictly necessary.

      I arched a dark eyebrow at her before running my gaze deliberately down the length of her body. The blanket wasn’t big enough to cover the important bits in their entirety, and I was one hundred percent sure we wouldn’t get much done while that was the case. “I think that sounds like your best idea yet, but we’d better put on underwear at least. I’m not keeping my hands to myself for very long if you keep sitting there like that.”

      She laughed. “You say the most romantic things to me.”

      “I aim to please.” I handed over her glass, pulled on my boxer briefs, and sat down across from her. “Are you ready to tackle this?”

      “So ready.” I watched her dig out her underwear from underneath the pile of clothes and awkwardly wiggle her way into her panties without standing up, then hook her bra behind her back. “Better now?”

      When she turned her attention back on me, I could already feel my body reacting to her again. My tongue came out to swipe across my lips, and my briefs felt tighter than they had even a second before.

      “Nuh uh.” She waved her finger at me and chuckled. “You said we had to get this done first. I’m keeping you to it, mister.”

      “I say stupid things sometimes. Maybe we should leave it until tomorrow morning after all.”

      “No can do.” She reached for a roll of giftwrapping and grabbed the closest present to her.

      It was a shaving kit with a specially mixed pot of shaving soap for her dad. She’d told me he loved that brand, but it was difficult to get a hold of since it was imported, and it was on the more expensive side.

      According to her, everyone was getting spoiled that Christmas, though. She felt like it was the least she could do after everything they’d put up with from her. I completely disagreed that anyone had had to put up with anything unreasonable from her, but she wouldn’t hear it.

      I didn’t try to change her mind. It was her money, and if it would make her feel better to spoil her family, then she should absolutely use it for that.

      I sighed heavily but threw my hands up in surrender and got to wrapping. We goofed around while we were busy and she showed me how to tie a bow after I’d watched her do the first one and declared hers miles better than my own.

      It also turned out that while I could technically make the corners, I couldn’t do them without the wrapping crinkling at the fold. After she showed me the same trick her mother had shown her, it started going much better.

      We kissed and drank our wine while the festive music continued to play in the background. That same sense of peace and satisfaction from before still lived deep in my chest whenever I was with her.

      This is going to be the best Christmas yet. I just know it. Especially now that she’s agreed that they’ll spend it with us.

      Laurie dropped her head back and laughed. Her hair had come loose in all our rolling around, and she’d left it that way. In the firelight, it glowed and formed a golden halo around her head.

      A lump formed in my throat, and before I could even think about stopping them, the words were coming out of my mouth—not that I wanted to stop them anyway.

      It was true and there was no reason not to tell her. “I’m in love with you, Laurie. I think I have been for a while already. Maybe even since the day I learned your story and saw how strong you are.”

      Her jaw slowly went slack, and her laughter froze as she moved jerkily to face me.

      I wasn’t done yet, though. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. The best person I ever could’ve hoped to meet. And Katie is the best thing that’s ever happened to Allie.”

      I gulped down a long sip of my wine, swallowed, and tried to order my thoughts. There were so many. All of them wanted out at the same time.

      “I think I was meant to take your case for more reasons than just doing what was right,” I said. “I think I was meant for you. To make you happy however I could, and I would like more than anything to keep doing it.”

      Incredulity shone from her eyes as they searched mine. I watched the graceful column of her throat move with several hard swallows before she crawled over to me and pulled me in for another breathless kiss.

      “I love you too,” she whispered, resting her forehead against mine while her fingers played with the hair at the nape of my neck. “I think you were meant for me too, but I also think I was meant for you. It might be early days yet, but you’re it for me, Jacob. I know you are.”
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      On Sunday morning, Jacob, Katie, Allie, and I all went for a drive. When we’d gone to pick the girls up from their sleepover on Saturday, we’d parted ways for the day.

      I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Jacob and what we’d said to one another on Friday night, and I was still feeling all giddy about it. He’d texted me throughout the day, and when I’d told them I wanted to take them somewhere today, he’d readily agreed.

      We chatted in the car, Jacob and I sneaking smiles at each other whenever we thought we could get away with it. I’d had a long talk with Katie after I collected her from Sue’s, and I knew he’d done the same with Allie. It was one of the reasons why we’d decided to go our own ways for the rest of the day.

      Both girls had seemingly had the same reaction. There had been lots of giggles, squealing, hand clapping, and bouncing. They were overjoyed, and as soon as we’d picked Jacob and Allie up from their house, they’d insisted that we kiss again and had started cheering for us.

      It was time to tell someone else. I wanted Katherine to be the first person to know—other than the girls, of course—even though I was slightly nervous that they’d be freaked out about going to the cemetery.

      Katie and I came there all the time, but obviously, Jacob and Allie weren’t frequent flyers. Not yet anyway.

      A slight frown tugged at his brow when I pulled into the parking lot, but then he glanced at me and understanding dawned in his eyes. We were trying to keep the displays of affection to a minimum in front of the kids, but he reached for my hand when we climbed out of the car and held it firmly.

      “We’re visiting Katherine?” he guessed.

      I nodded and brought him with me when I walked around the car to get the blanket out of the trunk. “I know you might think it’s really weird, but we wanted to introduce you to her.”

      The flask of hot chocolate we’d made before leaving home sat in a basket next to the blanket, and the red leaves of the poinsettia we’d picked up peeked out between the wicker weave. Katie appeared next to me, taking the blanket while I lifted the basket out.

      She linked arms with Allie and led her to Katherine’s grave, but Jacob held me back for a beat. After taking the basket and setting it down on the ground, he wound his fingers around my hand, came to stand in front of me, and looked right into my eyes.

      “I don’t think it’s weird. I’m honored that you’ve brought us here. I just wish we could hear what she has to say about us after we leave.”

      I smiled, closing my fingers tighter around his. “I don’t think you have to worry about that. She’d have given you one look before telling me she approved. Her judgment about people was always impeccable.”

      “Good to know.” He leaned forward to kiss my forehead, and the girls must’ve been watching because they suddenly broke out into more squeals.

      Jacob laughed and tucked me under his arm after picking up the basket. We moved to catch up to them, and Katie giggled as she wrapped an arm around my waist. “I’m glad we’re here. It’s going to mean a lot to her to know you’ve got a boyfriend now.”

      I held her with my arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “I’m glad we’re here too, but maybe you should let me tell her that part.”

      She giggled some more, making a noncommittal sound at the back of her throat. “We’ll see.”

      Her voice was light and teasing. She really was a different little girl these days. It was easy to see that she was also healing. Neither of us would ever forget her mother, but both of us were learning how to live without her.

      Thanks in no small part to the people we’d brought for her to meet.

      I’d heard the phrase “no man is an island” countless times before, but I was really starting to understand why it was used so often. Relying on other people didn’t make a person weak or dependent. It simply meant that person was lucky enough to have reliable, dependable people in their lives who were willing to stand by them no matter what.

      I counted myself among those lucky people while still feeling strong and independent. It’d just taken me a while to get back to feeling that way.

      Katie’s eyes filled with tears when we reached Kat’s grave, but she was still smiling. She went to stand next to the headstone and put the poinsettia she’d fetched from me down on top of it.

      “Merry Christmas, Mommy,” she said before turning to motion to Jacob and Allie. “We’ve brought some of our new friends to meet you. Jacob kisses Laurie a lot.”

      A laugh tore out of me while I went to stand on the one side of her and Jacob took the other. He rubbed the back of his neck and grinned sheepishly. “Don’t throw me under the bus like that. I thought you liked me.”

      “He’s a good kisser, Kat, for what it’s worth,” I said through laughter of my own while Katie continued cracking up next to me. “I really think you would’ve liked them.”

      “I really hope she’s right,” Jacob said. “You should know that they’ve come to mean a lot to us, even if we haven’t known each other for years and years.”

      Allie was standing on Jacob’s other side, but she left him to stand behind Katie and put her forearms on her shoulders, seeming to relax a bit now that she’d seen how everyone else was handling it. I reached out to rub her back, smiling when she looked up at me.

      “That isn’t as scary as I thought it would be,” she said. “Thank you for bringing us. Hi, Katherine. I’m Allie. I’m Katie’s friend and I think I’m going to be her sister one day.”

      Heat instantly flooded my cheeks, but Jacob just met my eyes above the girls’ heads and shrugged with the hint of a smile at the corners of his lips. He winked at me, and my eyes flew wide open.

      “Are you serious?” I mouthed.

      Amusement lit up his light brown eyes, but there was a healthy dose of sincerity there too. “Yes. You mind?”

      I shook my head and averted my eyes while I tried to get my racing heart under control. The kids hadn’t noticed our exchange, chatting away to Katherine and to each other.

      “We were in the school play together,” Katie was saying when I tuned back in. “It was so good, Mom. I know you loved being on stage. I think I do too.”

      “She was brilliant,” Jacob said as easily as if he’d been part of that whole conversation all the time and that really shocking yet amazing moment had never happened. “She’s a pretty decent skater too. Although none of them beat my title as King of the Rink.”

      “No one calls you that.” Allie scoffed before propping her hands on her hips and glancing at the headstone. “Seriously, Katherine. No one calls him that.”

      “We’ve got time to beat him at it,” Katie said, smiling innocently at Jacob as he pretended to gape at her. “What? It’s true. Give us a few more years of practice, and we’ll be the best there ever was.”

      He covered his face with his hands. “How are you already ganging up against me?”

      “You better get used to it.” Allie laughed, glancing back at me and threading her fingers through mine. “You have three women in your life now, and us girls? We stick together.”

      “Where do you learn all that stuff?” he asked, but he couldn’t really hide his amusement about it. “If it’s at school, I think it’s time to change to a different school. Is there a ‘my dad rocks and is the best at everything’ school around here somewhere, Kat?”

      Their banter continued and everyone spoke to Katherine as if she were right there with us. I truly believed she was. I’d always been able to feel my sister’s spirit there. That was why it’d been my place of comfort since her passing.

      To share a special place like that with two new people in my life who were making a home in my heart brought a smile to my lips and peace to my soul. I could see from Katie’s expression that she felt the same.

      She met my gaze while Allie and Jacob were telling Katherine about all the Christmas decorations we’d helped them put up. The smile she wore lit her up from the inside out, and my heart soared to see it there.

      With each passing day, she was starting to look more and more like the happy little girl I remembered her being before. We’d weathered many storms together these last couple of years, but it seemed like both of us were finally starting to see the sunrise at the end of the dark stormy night it’d felt like we’d been stuck in.

      We sat down on the blanket and drank the hot chocolate until eventually I realized Allie’s hands were shaking. It was a clear day out but a very chilly one.

      “All right, guys. I think that’s enough for today. Let’s get inside. There’s a puzzle waiting on my dining-room table with our names on it. I’ve made us some lunch too.”

      The girls nodded and jumped to their feet, but Jacob remained seated and brought his eyes to mine. “Want me to take them back to the car? It’ll give you some privacy with her.”

      “Thanks. I’ll just be a minute.” I folded the blanket once we were off it, and Jacob took it and the empty flask from me.

      Katie said her goodbyes to her mom, and I saw Allie wrapping an arm around her as they walked away. Once I was alone with my sister, I rested my hand on the cool granite of her headstone.

      “You don’t need to worry about us anymore, big sister. We’re going to be okay.” I smiled. “I know it must’ve looked rough from up there for the last couple of years, but we’re not even only going to be okay now. We’re going to be more than okay. I promise.”
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      Allie leaped into my bed on Christmas morning, her tiny hands wrapping around my shoulders as she shook me awake while yelling at what definitely sounded like the top of her lungs.

      “Santa Claus came last night, Daddy! Wake up! Wake up!”

      As I had gotten into the habit of doing every Christmas morning, I wrenched my eyes open as wide as they could go and shot out of bed. “What? Where? What did he bring?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, her voice still raised with excitement as she jumped off the bed and grabbed my hand. “Let’s go see! Quickly!”

      I laughed but followed her out of the room anyway. “There’s no rush, honey. If Santa’s already been here, he’s not going to come back to take the presents he’s already left.”

      She didn’t let my statement slow her down in the slightest. We rushed downstairs to find the tree packed underneath with presents.

      The stockings I’d hung in front of the fireplace—all four of them, including two new ones with Katie and Laurie’s names on them—were bulging. I knew, obviously not from personal experience, that there wasn’t space left to fit even a ballpoint pen in them.

      “Look, Santa ate his milk and cookies,” Allie yelled and I winced. Her volume control went out the window completely on Christmas morning. “The reindeer nibbled on their carrots!”

      “I’m sure they were very happy to get something to eat,” I said. “They have to make such a long journey each year. Santa gets left lots of snacks, but too many people forget about the reindeer.”

      Her chest puffed out. “I didn’t forget about them.”

      “No, you didn’t.” I pulled her into a hug and kissed the top of her head. “Merry Christmas, my little one. How about we go make some hot chocolate for you and coffee for me?”

      “Can we open presents first? Please?” She brought her palms together with her fingers facing up once she’d stepped out of my arms. “Please. Please. Please.”

      “We have to wait until Laurie and Katie get here, sweetheart. We promised.”

      “When are they coming?” She followed me to the kitchen and hopped onto the counter while I fixed our drinks. “Will they be here soon? We can just open one now and leave the rest for later.”

      “We’re already opening only a few after they get here, remember?” I stirred some extra sugar into her hot chocolate because it was Christmas and she deserved whatever she wanted—even sugar in an already sweet, sugary drink.

      “We’re really waiting until Granny and Grandpa get here before we open the rest?” She sighed. “I thought you were joking.”

      “I wasn’t. Katie’s granny and grandpa are coming too. It’s the first time we’re meeting them and the first time the grandparents are meeting. It’ll be fun to open all their presents with them.”

      Plus, hopefully, it would also serve as an ice-breaker in case the conversation was stilted and awkward. I was surprisingly nervous about the big meeting, but I was also really looking forward to having a big Christmas dinner as a family. So was Allie, despite the angles she was trying now in order to open her presents sooner.

      In the last few weeks, we’d all gotten closer than ever before. If there had been any doubt before about wanting to make them part of our family officially as soon as humanly possible, which I didn’t remember there being, it was long gone.

      I’d genuinely considered proposing to Laurie today, but eventually, I’d decided against it. She’d come one hell of a long way since we’d met, but I didn’t want to force yet another big change on her quite that fast.

      There had been enough of those for a while. I already had a ring tucked away in my safe, and I was planning on asking her as soon as the dust settled a little. They wouldn’t have to move in with us or anything. In fact, I kind of liked the idea of us moving into their house. There was more than enough space, it was closer to the school, and I was starting to realize that maybe Allie and I weren’t a city family after all. In the meantime, there was also the present I was giving her later today, which should help make my intentions perfectly clear.

      But I was getting ahead of myself. All that was still months or maybe even a year down the line. For now, I had to get through cooking all day with Laurie without messing up her food. I also had to meet her parents and survive our first Christmas together.

      Shannon was spending Christmas with her boyfriend’s family, but she would be coming in a couple of days to celebrate with us. It had been a massive relief when she’d declined my invitation to come over for dinner.

      I’d told her about my relationship with Laurie, and she was genuinely happy for me, but that didn’t mean I wanted her around when I met Laurie’s parents. Nevertheless, I’d issued the invitation and she had decided to miss the holiday.

      Allie was okay with it. She understood and was looking forward to seeing her mother when she came. I’d expected her to be much more upset about it than she had been, but it only proved again that she was so much more grown up now than she had been even a year ago.

      Her thought processes and even her manner of speaking were maturing. It made me miss my little baby girl, but it also made me excited to see what she and Katie would be like in a year from now. Two years and even three.

      It also made me think about babies. I planned on broaching the subject with Laurie soon. I’d always wanted a big family. Having a few more kids would be a dream come true for me, and from what I’d been able to gather, Laurie wanted it too.

      With Laurie and Katie in our lives, our family was complete. That was still true. More kids would be great, but I didn’t need anything more than I had.

      If she even agreed to having many, many babies with me. Laurie had had more than enough change and upheaval in her life recently. It was much more of a long-term discussion to be had.

      When I thought about my future, I definitely saw Laurie and Katie in it, so long-term stuff didn’t bother or intimidate me. A knock at the door pulled me out of my thoughts.

      I smiled around the sip of coffee I’d just taken and pushed off the counter in the kitchen to open the door. Allie was one step ahead of me, running so fast I’d have sworn there was someone chasing her.

      She threw the door open and pulled Katie into a jumping hug. “You should see how many presents there are. Come, come, come! We waited for you before we started opening them.”

      Katie looked up at Laurie and waited for her to nod before she took off after her friend. Laurie grinned and placed her hands on my chest, tilting her head back. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas.” I bent my head to give her a sweet but lingering kiss. “Can I take that for you?”

      There were grocery bags at her feet and another bag with presents wrapped in familiar paper. She nodded and handed over the groceries but not the presents.

      “I’ll just go put these under the tree. Santa dropped them at the wrong house.” She winked before walking around me, glancing back over her shoulder. “They’re over the moon with excitement. I don’t think we should make them wait much longer.”

      “I’m on it. Let me just get all of that packed into the fridge, and I’ll be right there.” I brushed another kiss to her temple before rushing to unpack the groceries.

      When I walked back into the living room, Laurie was sitting on her knees on the floor next to the Christmas tree with the girls at either side of her. Allie’s eyes were wide and bright with excitement when she looked up at me.

      “Look, Daddy! It’s more presents for us. Santa left them at Katie’s house.” She pointed at two identical packages. “Those have ‘From Santa’ tags on them with our names.”

      Laurie shrugged when I gave her a puzzled look. “I don’t know what’s inside. Santa left specific instructions that I wasn’t allowed to peek because these are for two very special little girls. What could they be?”

      I frowned. I knew for a fact Laurie had gotten Allie some kind of jewelry-making kit for Christmas. We’d wrapped it together and it was already waiting under the tree.

      Curiosity drew me closer and I narrowed my eyes at Laurie as I walked past her to sit down in a wingback chair next to the fireplace, but she lifted her shoulders again. There was a mischievous twinkle in her eyes that made me wonder what the heck she had done.

      “Can we open them, Daddy?” Allie pleaded, giving me her best puppy-dog eyes.

      I nodded. “Go ahead, girls. Let’s see what Santa’s up to.”

      The words had hardly left my mouth before they were tearing the paper off the packages. Shock radiated through me when I watched them both open the same doll Laurie and I had fought over on Black Friday.

      How did she pull that off? I had searched high and low for another one to replace the one she’d let me have and I’d later given back to her. Also, how did she know I didn’t really have another one for Allie?

      I couldn’t ask her any of those questions in front of the girls, but I did arch a brow at her and incline my head. She simply smiled.

      The girls were ecstatic, both of them flinging their arms around her at the same time. They collapsed in a heap of giggles and hugs before eventually surfacing for air.

      Laurie nodded at the stockings. “Those look like they’re about to tear. Want to unpack them before you go play with the dolls?”

      “Yes!” Allie jumped up and zoomed across to where they were hung, unhooking both hers and Katie’s before going back to sit next to her.

      While they were unpacking those, Laurie reached for a thinner, wider package about the size of a piece of paper before standing up. “I have another gift for you too.”

      She walked over to me and slid it into my hand. I took it but wrapped my other arm around her waist and pulled her down on my lap. “What might that be?”

      “Open it,” she said, a hint of excitement in her voice.

      I peered at the package first before slowly peeling the tape off the paper. Laurie was practically humming now, impatiently waiting while I lifted the wrapping off one side of what turned out to be a sheaf of paper.

      “It’s the first twenty pages of my new manuscript,” she said quickly when I looked up at her. “I just finished it last night and I wanted you to be the first to read it.”

      “You’ve started writing again?” A wide grin split my face in two before I tugged her down for a deep, long kiss. When I let her go, I murmured against her lips. “I’m so proud of you, baby. I can’t wait to read it.”

      “And I can’t wait to hear what you think about it. You can start while I do the prep for dinner.” She was about to get off my lap when I caught her wrist and shook my head.

      “Not so fast. I have a little something for you, too.”

      She gave me a pointed look. “I think you’ve given me more than enough over the last couple of months.”

      “Maybe, but it will never be enough.” It was a little awkward to get to the tiny package from under the tree without getting up or lifting her off my lap, but I managed. Presenting it to her in the palm of my hand, I looked up into those soft green eyes. “Open it.”

      She moved even slower than I had, but when she eventually lifted the lid off the box containing the diamond earrings I’d gotten her, she gasped. “Jacob! That is way, way too much.”

      “Nope, it’s not. It’s only the shiny part of the present, though. The real gift is underneath. Lift up the tab.”

      She pinched the little satin loop between her fingers with a slight frown on her face, pulling it up before her frown deepened when she saw what was inside. “A key?”

      “It’s for our house. I want you to come and go freely, and when the time is right, I’d like you and Katie to move in here if you want. Or we can move in with you. The point is that maybe next year Santa will only have to come down one fireplace to give the girls their presents.”

      I glanced at where the girls had finished their stocking stuffers and were now lovingly cradling their dolls. “And it will be harder for you to pull the wool over my eyes and surprise me like you did this morning. How did you get your hands on that toy?”

      She giggled. “I didn’t. Santa did. Didn’t you know he has a whole factory dedicated to making every toy in existence? One little doll wasn’t an issue.”

      I shook my head at her. “I’m going to find out eventually.”

      “Maybe.” She leaned forward to kiss me before snuggling into my shoulder. “I love you. When the time comes, we’d love to move in with you.”

      I rested my head on top of hers and breathed her in, tightening the arm I had around her. “When that time comes, all you have to do is say the word. I’m ready, Laurie. For all of it. Whenever you are.”

      She shifted in my arms to look into my eyes, bringing her hand up to stroke along the stubble on my cheek. “I was so lost two months ago. I was desperate for something to save me. I was desperate for you.”

      I lifted her chin to kiss the tip of her nose. “I’ll make sure you never feel lost again. I will always find you, my love. You will always have a home and an anchor in me. So will Katie. Forever.”

      Sure, there was no way I could know only two months in that it would be forever. It really felt like it would be. It was the beginning of our happily ever after, and it was definitely a very happy for now.
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