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1
LUKE
Five months ago…
“The wife’s been making me try for a baby,” José, my best friend, tells me.
“No shit. That’s awesome, man.”
“No, no it’s not.” He shakes his head as he checks the equipment. It’s early Tuesday morning, and we just arrived at the firehouse for work. “Do you know how expensive those things are?”
I laugh. “No, I don’t. But from what I hear they’re worth every penny.”
“Easy for you to say.” He flips his helmet around, inspecting every inch of it. Safety isn’t something we take lightly. “You’re single.”
“Single and loving it,” I say, though there is a small part of me that yearns for something more fulfilling than one-night stands and casual relationships. “You’ll make a great dad.”
“I don’t know,” he says and shakes his head. “I have no experience with babies.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Your sister has a dozen kids. You’re with them all the time.”
“She only has five—close enough, I guess. And I do the fun uncle stuff. Play with them, load them up on sugar, then give them back. And what if I don’t like it? I can’t put it back.”
“I don’t think your wife will let you.”
“You’re gonna be the godfather, you know.”
I smile. “You trust me that much?”
“I have poor judgement,” he laughs. “But yeah. What do godparents really do anyway?”
“Buy presents? Make sure their parents aren’t too lame. Provide the booze and a place to party.”
“Hilarious, Luke. And….I’ve been thinking… having a kid in our line of work…I need to update my will and shit.” José shakes his head. “Is yours updated?”
“Yeah. I had to update after I got my grandparents’ inheritance.”
He sighs. “I hate thinking about it, man. It’s a bit morbid. And the fact that I want to be a DNR has the wife in tears every time I bring it up. I don’t want to be a vegetable. Just pull the plug.”
“Same here.”
Not even ten minutes into the day, and the alarm goes off. José and I go from casual chatting to professional firefighter mode in just a second. We gear up and get in the truck, responding to a house fire. A moment of silence falls over all of us as the truck slows. I’ve been doing this for nearly ten years, and the danger is still just as real, just as terrifying as it was the first time.
Fires are unpredictable beasts, eating everything in sight. They can swallow you whole in seconds, spitting you out in a pile of charred ash.
The truck stops and I look at José, meeting his eyes. He’s been my friend since my sophomore year in college. We were both attending the University of Chicago, pursuing careers we didn’t want but thought were for our best interest.
During our junior year, we got an apartment together. It wasn’t in the best part of town, but it was ours and we were free to bring chicks home and party as we pleased. Not even three months later, the building caught fire due to someone drying clothes on a space heater. We woke up to our apartment filled with smoke, and tried to get everyone out. But we were too late.
It was almost ten years ago, but I remember it like it was yesterday. Six people died, including two children. Children we’d seen, children we knew by name. Children who sold us the worst tasting lemonade in the history of lemonade, raising money for their school to buy art supplies.
Something changed that night, for me as well as for José, and suddenly, the pre-med program seemed too pretentious. It would take too long before I graduated, and even longer before I became a practicing doctor. I couldn’t wait that long. People were dying. Innocent people.
I had to do something to help.
Which takes me to where I am, right now, riding in the firetruck next to my best friend. He gives me a tiny nod, reminding us both of the unspoken promise we make to each other before we go to any fire.
Two in, two out.
We go in together, we leave together. No matter what.
The fire has consumed the entire house. The one next to it is reacting to the heat, and glass shatters in the upstairs windows. The crowd that gathers to watch screams. Half are praying, half are recording the blaze with their cell phones.
The briefing we were given on the fire as we sped through the busy streets of Chicago let me know that an older couple lived here with four grandchildren. The children haven’t yet been accounted for, but are assumed to be at school. The grandmother is wheelchair-bound and hasn’t been found. The grandfather is being treated by EMTs for smoke inhalation and isn’t faring well.
In a rush of organized chaos, the hose is pulled from the truck and an assessment is made on what to do. Every second counts. José and I go around the back of the house, trying to find a way in. One of the neighbors comes running and says she saw the grandmother by an upstairs window less than a minute ago. The police pull the neighbor back and away from the flames.
A minute doesn’t seem like a long time. But when the air around you is a thousand degrees, a minute can destroy you completely. I kick in a door, entering the house through the kitchen. Flames cling to the doorway, wrapping around like demonic tendrils, taking everything for itself. I can already feel the heat through my suit, and can hardly see through the thick, black smoke.
I take a step, eyes darting around. There are stairs to my left, and the fire has claimed them as their own. There is no way we can make it up those stairs. If the old lady managed to survive, we’ll have to go in with the ladder. We turn to leave, and I know the truck is backing up as close as it can get, though I can’t hear the beeping through the crackling of the fire.
We run to the truck, and I’m on the ladder in less than sixty seconds, climbing my way two stories off the ground, over roaring flames that reach up and bite at me from below. Jose isn’t far behind me, waiting, being my backup.
I break a window and carefully move into the second-story bedroom. I see an overturned wheelchair and the outline of a body through the hazy smoke. I don’t waste time checking vitals. I grab the old woman and move to the window, passing her to José. Not a moment after he takes her from me, the floor starts to fold beneath me.
Everything happens in slow motion. I leap from my spot, clinging to the window. My arms wrap around broken glass, skin saved by the thick material on my jacket. My helmet and oxygen come loose as my head hits the frame. The floor caves, and red-hot embers fly around as it collapses. The wall I’m holding won’t last much longer. I can feel it start to give. I turn behind me, taking in the damage.
A six-foot hole in the floor is gone, burned away. Broken pipes stick out from the floorboards, and smoke wafts into my face. It chokes me, making me cough and my entire body seizes up. I’m dangling from the window, desperately trying to get my footing on something—anything—to push myself up. I’d rather jump from the second story and take my chances with the landing than burn.
Every time I try to hoist myself up, the wall shakes. The frame around the window snaps in two and I fall, slowly sliding down. My head hits hard and I land on a pile of charred drywall and the jagged section of floor that went down seconds before I did.
My entire body hurts, but adrenaline keeps the pain from registering. I can’t see anything and can hardly breathe. Every breath hurts. Too hot. Too full of smoke and soot. I’ve imagined this day more than once, the day I die.
I knew it would be painful.
Then a hand lands on mine, yanking me back moments before another part of the floor comes crashing down. I’m on my back, hardly able to make out the outline of another firefighter. He holds up two fingers.
Two in, two out.
José reaches to pull me to my feet so we can get the hell out of here. He loops his arm around me, helping me move over the rubble. My eyes sting from smoke and my lungs feel like the fire is raging inside. I cough so hard I can hardly move. José jerks me forward.
He shouldn’t have come in here. Not alone, not like this. The fire is too hot, too out of control. Smoke billows around us and if it weren’t for José holding me up, directing me, I would have no idea how to get out. Being surrounded by hot smoke is enough to disorient you on its own. Throw in a little smoke inhalation and a two-story fall, and I’m lucky to be moving.
The outside of the kitchen door looms ahead. I can see more guys from the department moving, doing everything they can to put out the flames and get us the fuck out of here. We’re just feet from them. So close. Almost out. And then the roof collapses, burying both of us.
The frame of the house comes down, and a hot metal bar pushes me face first to the floor. All I can hear is the roar of the fire. The dark whispers of death. I can feel it wrap around me, warm at first, then so hot everything hurts. I push up, calling for José. I can’t see anything. I can’t move.
I can’t breathe.
Spots flash before my eyes and I know this is the end. My heart suddenly breaks for everyone I’m leaving behind, then breaks even more because I’ve lived my life for me and me alone. I haven’t loved. Haven’t let anyone close enough to love me.
I’m coughing so hard I’m going to puke if I don’t pass out and die first. I try again to sit up, and the metal bar that’s pinning me down shifts. The heat is too much, and I can feel it transfer through my jacket, melting my flesh.
Then someone grabs me again, dragging me away from the house. I look up, needing to see my best friend’s face. But it’s not him, and I see José lying motionless in the yard, surrounded by EMTs from the fire department. Their somber faces tell me everything.
José didn’t make it.
He came in to save me only to succumb to the flames.
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ALEXIS
“Luke!” I call, running through the living room. “Wait! Please, Luke!” The hem of my evening gown catches under my toes and I trip, falling into a dining room chair. It scoots as I grab onto it to keep my balance, legs scraping against the polished wooden floor. Frustration builds inside as I gather up the gown and race into the kitchen, just in time to see the back door slam shut.
I stop, and my heart falls to the floor, shattering into a million pieces. It hits me then, as the shards settle into place, how much I’ve fallen for Luke.
And how much I’ve fucked this up.
My breath catches and pain hits me hard in the chest. It spreads, and suddenly I can’t breathe. Tears fill my eyes, blurring my vision of the door. My hands are shaking, and I don’t know what to do.
Tears roll down my face. Luke knows that wasn’t me, right? That Cole grabbed me. That Cole kissed me. And I wanted nothing to do with it. The look on Luke’s face when he saw me sitting there with Cole is something I’ll never forget.
He was hurt. So hurt. And it’s my fault.
I have to make it right. I have to tell Luke there’s no one else I’d rather be with and that I feel stronger for him than I have for anyone else, including my ex-husband. Everything feels right when I’m with Luke. He gave me a second chance at love and happiness, and I want to do the same for him.
I wipe away my tears and move to the door. I’m going to find Luke, and then I’m going to kiss him like he’s never been kissed before. This time I’m going to make sure he knows I trust him over Cole. Because Luke warned me Cole would do anything to hurt him, even if that meant hurting me in the process.
“Alexis?” Cole rasps, stumbling into the kitchen behind me. I whirl around, so angry I want to hit him just like Luke did mere minutes ago.
“What?” I ask, voice high and shrill with emotion. “What could you possibly want? You won, okay? He left. Are you happy now?”
Cole leans against the door, wiping blood off his face. It’s dripping from his nose, staining his white dress shirt. “This isn’t what I wanted.”
“You could have fucking fooled me!”
Cole’s brown eyes widen and his face pales. He hiccups, looking like he’s going to puke. He puts a blood-stained hand to his mouth and recovers. For the moment, at least.
“I get it,” I spit out. “I get that siblings fight. Lord knows I’ve had some heated arguments with my own sister. But this thing with you and Luke…it has to stop! You’re not just hurting him anymore.”
“You don’t understand,” Cole slurs, mopping up more blood with his sleeve. “Luke isn’t the great guy you think he is.”
“Then what?” I throw my hands in the air, exasperated. “What the hell did he do?”
Cole’s eyes meet mine for a second before he rushes to the sink to throw up. Tears fill my eyes again, and the sour smell of vomit permeates the air in the room. I bring my hand to my eyes and shake my head. This is not how the night was supposed to go.
Cole rinses his mouth with water and looks back at me. “Alexis…we should talk…I’ll tell you—” he cuts off, retching again.
“You know what, Cole? Fuck you.”
And then I turn and walk out the door, slamming it behind me. The moment my feet hit the cold stone steps, I remember that my shoes, purse, and coat are still inside. But I can’t go back in there, not after I yelled at Cole…my boss.
A cool breeze blows over my shoulders and I shiver. I blink away tears and look around the small courtyard. Perfectly manicured grass, fenced in by black cast iron. I’m standing on a stone patio, with a grill and hot tub to my left. It’s so perfect it’s like an insult to the crap-show my life is right now.
I wrap my arms around myself and sink down on a cold, stone bench. The beaded hem of my dress drags on the patio as I bring my knees up, huddling to keep warm. I close my eyes and let out a breath, trying to come up with a solution.
I can’t.
Because all I can think about is Luke and how much I don’t want this to end. A minute passes before I force myself up. I can’t sit here all night. I’m going to have to go back inside, or suck it up and ask a neighbor to use their phone and call Jillian or my sister to come rescue me because, really, I can’t go back into that house.
Repressing a sob, I start to walk to the gate at the back of the yard, hoping that it leads to an alleyway made of soft green grass and not gravel and little sharp rocks. I’m barefoot, after all. I make it around the house, wincing with each step, and chicken out knocking on a neighbor’s door. I could get a cab to take me back to the gala and have Jillian cover the fare until I can pay her back. But shit. I’m barefoot.
I really don’t want to go back inside. Though, Cole is due to pass out soon. A teeny-tiny part of me feels bad about leaving him in the state he’s in, though it’s entirely his fault. He drank too much. He kissed me just to hurt Luke.
Oh my God. Forget not being able to go into that house. How the hell am I going to go back to work? I told my boss to fuck off and he kissed me. It wasn’t a misinterpreted-feelings kiss. It was a I-want-to-destroy-my-brother kiss.
What the hell happened to make Cole hate Luke that much? I’m dying to know as much as I want to stay blind. Ignorance is bliss and all. Though I’m far from bliss, and edging on heartache.
If I can just talk to Luke, maybe I’ll have a chance.
“Stop it,” I say out loud and hug myself tighter. It’s really chilly out tonight, and the cold ground under foot makes it worse. Having hope only prolongs the heartache. There is no way Luke will want me after tonight.
I can’t hold back my tears any longer, and I can’t deny how strongly I feel for Luke. Maybe I was a fool to let myself fall for the first man I dated since the divorce. And an even bigger fool for thinking things could work out. Everything with Luke seemed too good to be true.
Cars whirl past by the street in front of the house. Shivering, I edge closer to the street to hail a cab. I’ll go home, get my spare house key from Poppy, my neighbor who walks Pluto, and scrounge up the cash to pay for my ride. That’s as far ahead as I can plan right now.
Then I see him, standing across the street. He’s a few feet away from his car, and dangerously close to the passing cars. His eyes are on his phone, and it’s like he’s frozen. Bright lights from a fast-approaching SUV illuminate his face. The Jeep doesn’t slow.
“Luke!” I call and he looks up just in time to jump back, narrowly missing being hit. My heart is beating so fast it hurts, and I can hardly breathe. Another car passes by between us, and Luke and I are standing there, opposite sides of the street, staring at each other.
Even from this distance, I can tell he’s upset. His eyebrows are pinched together, and his jaw is tight. His shoulders are tense, and he’s holding the phone out in front of him as if it’s covered in spiders.
“Luke, don’t go.” I wait for another car to pass then dash out and cross the street. I step on something hard. It digs into the sole of my foot, searing pain throughout, but I ignore it. I limp over, stopping in front of Luke. His blue eyes are clouded over and vacant, almost as if he’d checked out and isn’t really there. Not mentally at least. It’s like he’s frozen, just like he was at the restaurant when he got a phone call from Caroline. “Luke,” I repeat and put my hand on his chest.
He turns his head down, blinking. “Lexi,” he breathes.
“I’m so sorry, Luke. I should have listened to you. You warned me Cole was up to something but I didn’t think he’d do that. I’m so, so sorry.”
Luke’s eyes meet mine, and instead of anger, I see sadness. A deep, painful sadness. He blinks, then looks me up and down.
“Where are your shoes? And your coat?” He takes off his jacket and wraps it around my shoulders. It’s warm and smells like him.
“I came out to find you and forgot about them. And when I couldn’t, I didn’t want to go in because I told Cole to fuck off and I’m so mad at him I don’t trust myself not to hit him too.”
Luke’s still looking into my eyes, but his focus fades and it’s like he’s not there again. Then he blinks, lets out a ragged breath and pushes his eyebrows together. What is going on? I’d rather see him angry than despondent. A beat passes and then his hands land on my shoulders. The moment he touches me, the stress disappears from his face, and the old Luke is back.
“I’m sorry, Luke.”
He pulls me in. “Stop apologizing.”
“But I—”
Luke puts his lips to mine. Everything fades in that moment. The cold pavement under my feet. The cars passing by. The shit that happened back at the house. All that exists is Luke.
“I’m not mad at you,” he says softly. “I actually have a hard time imagining that you could do anything that would make me mad.”
My arms are around his neck, and my heart is on my sleeve. Are things okay between us? It’s not possible. That would be too easy. “Luke, I—”
I’m cut off by his phone ringing. Luke’s entire body tenses. He looks down at his phone which is still in his hand. He doesn’t answer it. Doesn’t decline it. Just stares. Clouds roll over his blue eyes and his face pales. I turn, trying to see the phone in his hands.
“Luke?”
He takes in a shuddering breath, silences the call, and puts his phone in his back pocket. The empty look is back and suddenly the whole thing with Cole seems like a small problem.
“Are you okay?” I ask quietly. He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he picks me up and carries me across the street and up the stone steps that lead into the large house he shares with his brother. He presses me against the door and kisses me.
Hard.
Desperate.
I can taste his pain, and I want to take it away. But I have no idea what’s causing the pain, and I don’t think it was the situation with Cole just a few minutes ago. That made Luke mad, not… this. Whatever this is. I might not know why he’s hurting, but I know how it feels to have your heart so broken it hurts your soul.
His tongue goes in my mouth and his hips grind into mine. I reach up, sliding one hand around the back of his neck and into his hair, kissing him back with just as much desperation.
Luke runs his hand along my side, finding the slit in my gown. His hand moves inside, pushing the dress aside. He takes his lips from my mouth and puts them on my neck. He sweeps his fingers over my clit. I gasp, shivering from how good this feels, and realize he’s going to fuck me right here and now on the doorstep if I don’t move this inside.
“Luke,” I pant, opening my eyes. He sucks hard on my neck and plunges a finger inside my core. Oh my fucking God. And I thought having sex on the closed ninth floor of my office was pushing a limit.
Cars drive by, and a group of people are making their way down the sidewalk.
“Luke,” I repeat. “Let’s go inside.”
He moves his head back and nods, but not before I see it. I’m not sure what it is, but whatever Luke’s been holding back, whatever he’s been trying to hide is here. His blue eyes have darkened, and his smile is gone.
“Key’s in the jacket,” he says gruffly.
“It’s unlocked already.” I feel for the doorknob, having a hard time moving away from Luke. I’m craving him, and my center feels abandoned already. I want him inside me again. The door opens and we move inside in a tangle of flesh and lust.
Luke slams the door behind us and picks me up, moving through the foyer and into a dark room I’ve never been in. Light from the street dimly lights the room, coming in through sheer curtains. He doesn’t shut the door behind us.
And I don’t care.
Luke’s jacket falls from my shoulders as he lifts me onto a desk. He hikes up my dress and shoves a stack of papers to the floor. I’m undoing his pants as fast as I can while he goes back to kissing me like his life depends on it.
I move my hand inside his boxers, fingers wrapping around his hard cock. Luke lets out a groan and reaches around to unzip my dress. I lean forward, parting my legs and put both hands on Luke’s hips, pushing him back enough to take his pants off. He slips the thin beaded straps over my shoulders, pulling the dress down to my waist. He lays me back, pushing a stack of books to the ground. They hit hard, one at a time, echoing throughout the large entrance of the house.
In the back of my mind, I know we’re not alone. But I do not give a single fuck. I lift my hips so Luke can pull the dress off me, leaving it in a pile on the floor. He parts my legs and dives between, kissing and biting my thighs as he makes his way to my core. I’m so hot for him already. Luke puts his mouth over my clit, hot breath a tease through my lace panties.
I reach down, taking a handful of his hair, and move my free hand inside my panties, stroking myself.
“You are so fucking hot,” he says and yanks down my underwear. “I’m going to make you come so hard you leave a mess,” he promises and I know he’s going to deliver.
He bends my legs up and slaps my ass before sliding me down to the edge of the desk, face between my legs. He opens me up, tongue lashing against my clit, hard and rough in his desperation. Sucking. Kissing. Biting. My breathing quickens as an orgasm starts to take over. Luke grips my hips and grinds me against him, not letting up, not slowing down.
I come pressed up against his face, legs shaking and toes curling. He slips a finger inside, going right to my g-spot. The muscles in my thighs contract, and my legs squeeze tight around his neck. Luke still doesn’t stop. Every single nerve in my body is alive and on fire, burning in the best way possible. If I were any hotter, I’d explode, which is pretty much what I’m doing against Luke’s face.
I turn my head to the side, eyes squeezed shut, ears ringing. He’s moaning, getting off on me getting off. I’m hit with another wave of pleasure, one that takes me higher than the last. On sensory overload, I push against Luke’s head, needing a minute to remember how to breathe again.
Luke moves back and stands, reaching inside his boxers to stroke his shaft. I’m seeing stars, heart still hammering in my chest. My feet and fingertips tingle, and I couldn’t get up and walk if the house were on fire.
Luke moves over me, kneeling on the desk. I want to reach up and wrap my arms around him, but I can’t. Not yet. Pulses of pleasure are still bounding through me, and when Luke lowers himself, the tip of his wet cock brushes against my sensitive clit, and I almost come again.
With trembling hands, I grab hold of Luke’s waist. I taste myself on his lips as he kisses me. Space and time have no meaning right now. My eyes roll back in my head as Luke enters me, rocking me into oblivion again. He thrusts hard and fast, holding himself up by his elbows and continuing to kiss me with the same urgency as before.
He moves back onto his knees, bringing me with him. I bend one leg up, stretching it toward the ceiling. Luke takes it in one hand, sliding his fingers up to my ankle and back down to my core again, thumb circling my clit.
Then he fucks me harder and faster than before. I open my eyes for half a second, meeting his gaze. Seeing him look at me with so much desire is such a turn on. He pushes his cock in deeper, and I come again, making a wet mess beneath us just like he wanted. Feeling how wet me makes me pushes Luke over the edge and he comes just seconds later.
We both collapse onto the desk, sweaty and out of breath. My body is in overdrive, and I can feel everything and nothing at the same time. Luke kisses my forehead and moves my hair out of my face.
The compulsion to speak and make things awkward rises to the surface, and I so desperately want to know for certain that he’s not mad at me. That he knows I regret taking Cole home and getting myself into this mess.
I want to make sure Luke knows I don’t want anyone but him.
Though I can’t imagine a man who was mad at me would fuck me like that, angry sex aside. Luckily, I’m too sexed-out to form a proper sentence.
When my ears stop ringing and I can breathe again, I look around. We’re in a room off the foyer. A sofa and a fireplace are behind us, and bookshelves cover nearly every wall.
“I didn’t know this house had a library,” I say, still a little breathless. I push myself up onto my elbows, scooting toward the edge of the desk.
“It doesn’t,” Luke says. “This is Cole’s office.”
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LUKE
The moment her arms leave me, the darkness creeps in. I push it away and stand up, grabbing my pants from the floor. I step into my boxers and hand Lexi her underwear. She slides into them and slowly moves off the desk. She falters, reaching for me.
“My legs are shaking,” she pants, still out of breath.
I smirk and grab her around the waist, picking her up and holding her tight against my chest. She wraps her arms around me and buries her head into my neck. I can feel her pulse pounding through her, just as fast as mine. I carry her to the Victorian-era sofa in front of the fireplace and sit down, keeping Lexi close.
“You’re not mad?” she asks.
“Not at you.”
“Good. Because—” I cut her off with a kiss, only able to handle one emotional crisis at a time. I’m fucking pissed. I want to beat Cole unconscious and then kick him when he’s down. I don’t care what the fuck I did to make him hate me so much, nobody hurts Lexi like that. He crossed a serious line, and I have every intention to drag him kicking and screaming back over it.
But I can’t right now. Because I was wrong about everything.
I never should have come here.
I never should have left Chicago.
I never should have allowed myself to think that I could start over. Because I can’t. I was wrong, so fucking wrong.
And I know I have to go back.
Now I have to leave Lexi.
Just the thought of leaving numbs me. So as much as I want to kill my brother, I just can’t. It’s too much. Dealing with emotions has never been my thing—obviously or I wouldn’t be in New York right now—so I just repress and move on for the time being. I hold onto Lexi, afraid of what will happen when I let go. If I didn’t have her, I don’t know what I’d fucking do. She’s everything I could ever want in a person. She makes me feel things I didn’t think were possible. She’s made me happy. Really fucking happy. And that’s saying something considering the hell I went through.
Moving on might not be the smartest. Moving on might cause issues later. But right now I don’t give a damn, and right now is all we have.
Lexi smiles and runs her fingers up and down my back. “You know what else I didn’t know this house had?”
“What?”
“A hot tub.”
“Oh, right. I almost forgot about it.” I stretch my legs out and rest my hand on Lexi’s thigh. “I don’t think I’ve been in that since high school.”
She raises an eyebrow. “It’s that old?”
“The thing’s been updated if not completely replaced more than once.”
“Were you close with your grandparents?”
“Yeah,” I tell her and feel a pang of grief hit me. They would have really liked Lexi. “They did a lot for us after my parents split.”
“Was it hard on you?” she asks softly.
“Having them split?”
“Yeah.”
I look into Lexi’s eyes. She’s scared of the answer, scared that her kids will have a hard time with her divorce.
“Honestly, it was harder seeing my mom berated by my father all the time. I was young and couldn’t do anything to stop it, but I knew it was wrong and I hated it. I hated seeing my mom cry. My father was not a good person. At all. He drank too much and hit Cole. By the time I was born, he realized my mom wasn’t joking about calling the cops on him.”
“Oh, wow. I’m sorry.”
I shrug. “It’s in the past. And it was hard for my mom to take care of both of us, but she was happier. And then she met my stepdad, and he’s a good guy.”
“Are you close with him?”
“I’d say so. He was more of a father to me than my own. I was sixteen when they got married.”
“Sorry to pry,” she says softly.
“I don’t mind.” And really, I don’t. Because while that part of my life wasn’t the best, it’s safe. My dad was an ass, but he left and my mom remarried a great guy. That part of my life has a happy ending.
“So, high school,” Lexi says and laces her fingers through mine. “I’m guessing you were one of the cool kids.”
I flash a grin and nod. “Guilty as charged. You?”
“I wasn’t cool…wasn’t a nerd…I didn’t really fit in one category or the other. I was a quiet bookworm. I got by.” She gives my hand a squeeze. “I’m glad things are okay with us. I’d be really sad if they weren’t.”
“Yeah, me too.”
She looks over me. “Does the fireplace work?”
“They all work.”
“Can you make a fire?”
Fire. Smoke. Being trapped under suffocating heat.
He’s awake.
I inhale and suddenly can’t breathe.
“Luke?” Lexi asks as I sit up. Her green eyes are filled with worry. She can tell something is up, and I don’t know how much longer I can hide this. I look into her eyes, finding all the solace I need, and take a breath.
“Wanna get in the hot tub?” I blurt. I need a distraction. Can’t think. Not now. Not ever.
“I don’t have a swim suit.”
“I would take it off if you did, so that doesn’t matter.”
“Then sure.”
I get up and take her hand, helping Lexi to her feet. She stands before me, nearly naked in the dim light, and I take a moment to appreciate her beauty.
“What are you thinking?” Lexi pulls her arms in, getting shy. I don’t know why she feels like that around me anymore. I’ve told her she’s fucking gorgeous and just the thought of her naked gets me hard.
“What am I thinking? I’m thinking that no one is ever going to take you away from me. And I’ll kill them if they try.”
Lexi bites her bottom lip, trying not to smile.
“And I want to fuck you again,” I growl and pull her to me, pressing her breasts up against my tattooed chest.
“Already?”
“Yes.” I put my mouth to hers and slide my hand along her back and into her panties. I grab her ass-cheek and then slip my fingers between her legs. She’s still soaked, a mixture of her own juices and my cum. It’s hot as fucking hell. “And I will fuck you again.”
“In the hot tub?”
“If that’s what you want.”
“It is. Well maybe. I read an article about how you shouldn’t have sex in a hot tub though.”
“Way to kill the mood,” I joke.
She sighs. “I’m a killjoy, I know. But a UTI from hot tub sex is about as sexy as a blumpkin, as we already established that I’m not into that. Sorry.”
I laugh and kiss her cheek. “You’re something else.”
She steps away and I feel disoriented again. It hits me how much I need this woman, how much she affects me in the best way possible. Just being next to Lexi makes all the bad shit fade away.
I take Lexi’s hand and lead her out of Cole’s office, snickering when I look back and see the mess we made.
“Oh shit,” Lexi says, stopping short in the foyer. “I forgot we weren’t alone. See what you do to me?”
If only she knew what she did to me. “Here,” I say and dash back in the office for my button-up shirt. Lexi puts it on and pulls it together. “Is it weird it’s almost hotter to see you with that on as opposed to being pretty much naked?”
She laughs and takes a small step forward. “Where’s the bathroom?” She scrunches her nose. “I need to clean myself up.”
I pull her in. “And that is hot too, knowing I’m the one who fucked you. I’m the one who made a mess inside you. God, I want you.”
“You’ll have me. Just let me pee first.” She starts to step away and I get a flash of fire. I grab her wrist and bring her in, pinning her against the wall. I put my lips to her neck. “Luke, I’m serious.” She arches her back, pressing her core against me. Teasing. Tempting. Begging me to take her. “Luke.” She gently pushes me away. “I really do have to pee.”
Her hands land on my shoulders. I blink and come back down. “Right. I’ll get towels.”
I direct her to the bathroom and go upstairs to grab the towels. I’m back in the hall before Lexi comes out. I take her hand again and walk to the kitchen. Lexi stops short, looking at Cole, who’s laying passed out on the kitchen floor.
“Should we help him?”
My blood begins to boil again thinking of that fucker kissing Lexi. He did it just to fuck with me, and hurt Lexi in the process. No one fucks with my girlfriend.
“No.”
“Is he even alive?”
“Probably.”
“He could have choked on vomit or something.”
“Then it’d be his own fault.”
“Luke,” she says, giving me the side-eye. “Check that he’s breathing, then I’m all yours.”
I let out a huff and go over, poking Cole with my foot. He grumbles and swats at me.
“He’s alive.”
“Thank you,” she says and takes my hand again. We step into the cool night air, and Lexi huddles close to me as I open up the hot tub and turn up the temperature. She starts unbuttoning my shirt and stops, looking around.
“We’re far from alone out here.”
I pull my boxers down. “Is that a problem?”
Her eyes widen at the sight of me naked, which makes me grin. I get in the hot tub and hold out a hand. “Coming?”
She takes her lip between her teeth again and looks around. The hot tub is surrounded by a privacy fence on two sides, and shielded by the house on another. You get a clean view of it if you’re up in the guest room, but no one’s watching us. And if they were I wouldn’t care.
Lexi takes off her panties, drops them on the ground and sits on the edge, sticking her feet in. “Oh, that feels good.”
I slide my hands up her thighs. “It’s going to feel even better.” I tighten my grip on her legs and tug, pulling her into the water.
“Luke!” she laughs. “I still have your shirt on!”
I look down, able to see her nipples through the white fabric. “Leave it on.” I grab her ass and bring her with me, sitting on a built-in seat. She’s straddling me, and my cock is getting hard. I kiss her, and Lexi widens her legs, pressing herself onto me.
“You’re right. This does feel better,” she whispers and rests her head on my shoulder. I hold her close, keeping my arms wrapped tight around her body. Technically, I’m the one holding her, but it feels like she’s holding me. I need her. And I don’t want her to see how hard I’m fighting to keep it together.
“Luke,” she starts, lips brushing against my skin. “I don’t want to beat a dead horse, but—”
“You’re going to do what to a horse?”
“Beat it. Well, I don’t want to.”
I raise an eyebrow. “What?”
“It’s an expression: beat a dead horse.”
“I’ve never heard anyone say that in my life.”
Lexi laughs. “Yes, you have. Stop it.”
“Nope. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You’re such a liar. You so do.”
I shake my head and Lexi laughs again. “No clue. Scout’s honor.”
“Oh, well since you’re using Scout’s honor I know you’re fucking with me.”
“I’m definitely up for more fucking.” I bite her neck and Lexi squeals and pushes me away. I bring her closer and tickle her sides. Lexi moves back, and I advance, grabbing for her.
“I’m being serious!” she laughs. “I mean I don’t want to keep going back to a resolved issue, but it’s bugging me.” She settles back into my lap, with her back to my chest. I unbutton her shirt as she talks. “What’s going to happen between you and Cole?”
“Honestly? I don’t know. He doesn’t want us together, though what he wants doesn’t fucking matter. No one is getting between us.” I kiss the nape of her neck. “Let him be pissed then.”
She turns around, looking at me quizzically. “So, you’re just going to let this go?”
I shrug. “I guess.”
She continues to stare at me, not believing what I’m saying. Hell, I’m not believing what I’m saying. But right now…I just can’t. I need things to be okay with Lexi. It’s the only thing that’s keeping me from coming completely undone. The breeze picks up, and Lexi lowers herself down into the water. I slide my hand over her stomach.
“You can see stars,” I say, remembering the very first night we were together. She said it was sad it’s so hard to see the stars in the city. “Barely, but they’re there.”
Lexi looks up, resting her head against me once again. “I think that’s just an airplane. Wait, it’s not moving, is it?” We wait a few seconds. “Okay, it’s a star.” She raises her hand, water dripping down her wrist, and points. “There’s another.”
“That one is an airplane. It’s blinking,” I laugh. Lexi takes hold of my arm and relaxes. We stay like that for a while, looking for more stars while enjoying each other’s quiet company. “Are you hungry?” I ask.
“Starving. I didn’t get to eat much before shit hit the fan.”
“Should you go back?” I ask. “I didn’t even think about it.”
She shakes her head. “Nah. I was able to say a quick goodbye to Quinn before I left, and Jillian was able to handle the rest for me.”
“Please tell me Cole made a fool out of himself.”
“Oh, people will be talking.”
“Good.”
“You really don’t know why he hates you so much?” she asks.
“No, not beyond a normal dose of sibling rivalry. Things definitely got worse after his fiancée dumped him.”
“Cole was engaged?”
My eyebrows go up. “He never said anything?”
Lexi shakes her head. “No. Before we started dating, Cole never spoke about anything remotely personal at work. What happened?”
“She called things off and said she didn’t love him enough to marry him.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah. I still feel bad about it from time to time. Then I remember what an asshole Cole is and find it a fucking miracle anyone could tolerate him enough to date, let alone marry.” I shake my head. “Talking about him is pissing me off.”
“Right. Sorry. Let’s talk about food instead.” She whirls around and kisses me. “What do you want? I’m thinking ordering pizza sounds good right now.”
We towel off and go inside to order food. Lexi dresses in my clothes, and we sit in the living room eating pizza and talking. Things feel so normal between us again, but they are far from it. As Lexi is passing me my fifth slice, my phone rings. The buzzing is hard to hear, coming from across the foyer in Cole’s office where I left my pants. It takes a minute to register, and once I realize what it is, it’s like a fucking emergency alarm warning about an impending disaster.
“I’ll get it,” Lexi offers.
“No,” I rush out. Fast. Too fast. Lexi leans back a few inches. “Let it go to voicemail.”
“What if it’s important?”
“It’s not. Probably just work wanting to see if I’ll come in tonight.” The lie leaves my lips before I have a chance to think about it. I don’t want to lie to Lexi. Not now, not ever. But I don’t want to tell her the truth either. Because that means I have to face the facts. And I don’t want to.
“Okay. I think having kids has turned me into a bit of a freak about needing to see who called.”
I nod, shoving pizza in my mouth to keep from talking. My heart is racing, and the burn on my back is tingling. I blink, finding it harder and harder not to think about it.
He’s awake.
“Luke?” Lexi says, leaning forward to look at me. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” I say automatically, and set my pizza down. Fuck. She knows. Of course Lexi knows. No one gets me more than she does. I wipe my hands and grab Lexi, pulling her down onto the couch with me. She’s still holding a piece of pizza.
“Are we going to do some freaky things with the pizza?” she asks and wiggles her eyebrows. “I never thought I’d be into it, but this is a damn good pizza.”
I laugh and kiss her neck. “Pizza isn’t your typical sexy food, but sure.”
“You take that back,” she says. “Pizza is hella sexy. Have you seen the cheese on this one? It pulled apart all stringy like in the commercials on this slice. There’s never been anything sexier than this slice I’m holding right now.”
My heart stops racing. The smoke clears. Thank the fucking Lord for this woman. I take a bite of her pizza, then go to kiss her. Lexi squirms beneath me, laughing.
“This is not what I imagined when I said freaky sexy stuff with pizza!” she giggles.
“What did you imagine?”
“Hmm…you naked and feeding me.”
“Might as well throw in grapes and a fan, right?”
She beams. “Now you’re talking.” Suddenly, Lexi looks over my shoulder and screams. I jump up, fists curled, ready to protect Lexi from anything.
“Seriously?” I say to Cole, who’s leaning against the doorway. He looks rough: his face is bruised and covered with dried blood and vomit. “What the fuck do you want?”
“I was…g…going upstairs,” he slurs. “And…and heard voices.”
Lexi puts her food down and grabs my wrist. She stands, moving in front of me. “Go upstairs, Cole,” she says. “Use the bathroom and lay down. I’ll bring you a wet rag to wash your face.”
He looks at Lexi, blinks slowly, then nods and pushes off the wall. Lexi falls back to the couch and reaches for a napkin off the coffee table. Her compassion—though undeserved by Cole—is just one of the things I love about her.
Wait. Love?
I look at Lexi. Her fancy up-do is falling out messily, and her eye makeup smeared from being in the hot tub. She’s wearing a Chicago Cubs long-sleeved t-shirt and rolled up boxers.
She’s fucking beautiful.
Then I think about all she does for me, and I don’t mean sexually. Though that’s a whole different category on its own. I’ve never had that big of a sexual connection to one person before. Lexi is something different. She calms me. Makes me laugh. Makes me happy.
Yeah. I fucking love her. And I can’t give her forever.
I was wrong. I said he’d never recover. I said he was as good as dead.
Then I left.
Now it’s time to go back.



              
              


4
ALEXIS
It’s past two AM and Luke and I are just now falling into bed. Wet hair hangs around my shoulders in tangled clumps. I let the towel drop, revealing my naked body, and fall back onto Luke’s bed. He throws his own towel to the floor and jumps on me, pinning me between the mattress and his body.
Sex with Luke is nothing less than amazing. It’s toe-curling, vision-fading, ears-ringing sex. And we’ve had a lot of it tonight. I close my eyes, relinquishing to his kiss. I’m tired and a little sore, but I’m not strong enough to resist him. Which is good news for Luke because he’s been going nonstop all night.
And as good as this feels physically, I think Luke needs this for a different reason. He keeps getting a vacant look in his eyes, and his whole body goes still. Then he snaps back to reality, kissing me, touching me like his life depends on it. If he hadn’t done the same thing at dinner not that long ago, I’d assume his weird behavior had to do with the shit that went down with Cole.
Luke’s lack of anger is weird. He threw Cole to the ground and hit him harder than I’ve ever seen anyone hit someone before. He stormed out of the house with rage in his eyes…and then the next time I saw him, he’d done a complete one-eighty. Something else is going on, and I need to find out what. I can’t help Luke until I do.
His fingers circle my core and play with my tender clit. I moan softly, bending my leg up. Luke looks down, watching as he fingers me. He takes my breast in his other hand, gently pinching and pulling my nipple. Then he takes my hand and moves it between my legs. I lift my head off the bed and look him right in the eyes for a second before flicking my gaze down to watch myself work. It turns Luke on, and he moves over me, hard dick centered between my legs. I welcome him in, ready to come and then go to sleep.
Luke thrusts in hard, then slowly pulls out. I rake my fingers along his back, hooking my legs around him. When my fingertips move over the scar on his back, he tenses. He’s never reacted when I’ve touched his scar before.
“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
Luke doesn’t respond. He just fucks me hard, and kisses me ever harder. He comes at almost the same time I as do, and then lowers himself onto me, panting. I slowly comb my fingers through his hair for a few minutes. Then I wipe myself clean and get under the covers next to Luke. He spoons his naked body around mine.
“I like being with you. You make me happy. Are you happy with me?” he asks quietly.
“Yes,” I tell him. “I am very happy.”
“Don’t change your mind.”

Sunlight streams through the windows. It’s a glorious cloudless day, and I want to curse it back to black. I stretch out, noticing right away that Luke isn’t next to me. Assuming he’s in the bathroom or even making breakfast, I lazily grab my phone from the nightstand, check for messages from my parents about the girls—there’s none—and then lay back down. I fall asleep waiting for Luke, waking up another hour later to a phone ringing.
Keeping my eyes closed, I grab mine and pull it to my ear. “Hello?” I mumble. The buzzing continues and it takes me a second to realize that it’s Luke’s phone. I grab it just to silence it.
Then I see her name.
Caroline.
And she’s called five times and texted twice. I look at the closed door, then back at the phone. Where is Luke? And who the hell is Caroline? The call goes to voicemail, and she doesn’t leave a message.
I set Luke’s phone back and lay down again. I’m tired, but can’t shut my mind off. I get up, use the bathroom, and pause at the top of the steps, listening for Luke. The whole house is quiet. I pad back into the bedroom. Maybe he went out to pick up breakfast and will bring it back. I settle into bed, missing Luke like crazy, and pull up my social media accounts on my phone. I search the gala hashtag and smile as I look through pictures. Thankfully, there aren’t any drunk ones of Cole. Luke will be disappointed about that, I’m sure, but for the sake of the publishing house, I’m glad.
I text Jillian and fill her in on the drama, and then waste an hour online, waiting for Luke. If he went out for food, he’d be back by now. His phone rings again. I turn, staring at it on the nightstand next to me. I swallow, reach for it, then bring my hand back. I can’t see who’s calling yet, though I think I have an idea.
“Fuck it,” I say and grab the phone. It’s Caroline again, and I should answer. She obviously needs to talk to Luke. I close my eyes, inhale, and accept the call. “Hello?”
No one responds. “Hello?” I repeat. “Is anyone there?” The line goes dead.
A weird feeling starts to form in my stomach. What the hell is going on? I pull the phone away from my ear and look at it. Going against my better judgment, I swipe and unlock Luke’s phone. He doesn’t have a password, which makes me feel even guiltier about snooping for some reason. I open his text messages.
The first—and only unread—message is from Caroline. The next are from me, and then his mom. I don’t have to open the message from Caroline to read it. It’s short, and I can see its entirety on the display.
Luke…call ASAP.
What does he need to call Caroline about?
I lower the phone, telling myself I won’t do any more snooping around. There’s only 1% battery left. Maybe it’s a sign. Put the phone down and back away slowly. I trust Luke. And now I need to find him.
I get up and go into the bathroom, doing the best I can to remove the rest of my makeup and fix my messy hair. Keeping my phone in hand, I head downstairs. Someone is moving around the kitchen.
Thank God.
I hurry through the hall to find Luke, but see Cole slowly making his way from the coffee pot to the table.
“Oh, Alexis,” he mumbles, wincing as he talks. He has to be hungover as fuck right now. And Luke said he never drinks, so he’s going to be feeling like shit for the rest of the day. Is it wrong I don’t feel bad?
“Have you seen Luke?”
He shakes his head and pours himself a small cup. “Want any?”
“Uh, sure.” I move into the kitchen. “Where are the mugs?”
He feebly raises his arm and points to a cabinet. I grab one, and then open the fridge for creamer. I know from years of seeing Cole make his morning coffee he likes creamer too. I pour some in my mug then set it down on the table by Cole.
“Thanks.” It takes him twice as long as usual to pop the lid and add some to his coffee. “So, last night…”
“I’m sure you don’t remember a thing,” I say firmly.
Cole meets my eyes for half a second, looking thankful. “Right. I don’t.”
“Good. Because we have to see each other at work and things are already awkward as they can be. You’re not exactly on my ‘favorite people’ list right now, but I really need to keep my job, so we have to make this work.” I look down at my coffee, ready to bolt out of the room. I want to pretend last night never happened, and I want to rip Cole a new one for being such a dick. But that will go against the whole Cole-doesn’t-remember thing I’m choosing to believe as the truth.
I turn to go.
“Alexis,” Cole starts.
“Yeah?”
“Do I, uh, need to call and apologize to anyone from the gala last night?”
I shake my head. “No. Well, unless you want to apologize to me.” I meant it as a joke and regret it the moment I say it.
Cole’s face reddens. “I do want to apologize to you.” He lets out a breath. “Things got carried away and I shouldn’t have—”
I hold up my hand. “You don’t remember last night. Just don’t do it again. Because Luke and I are happy together. Whatever issue you have with him can be worked out without involving me. Okay?”
He nods and I leave, going into the living room to pick up the empty pizza box and Coke cans from last night. I retrieve my dress and the rest of Luke’s clothes from the office, and go back upstairs to wait.
Finally, noon rolls around. And Luke isn’t back. I sneak downstairs, see that Cole is sleeping on the couch, and grab a piece of paper and a pen from his office. I write Luke a note and put it on his bed next to his phone. Still wearing Luke’s clothes, I go outside to catch a cab. Where the hell is Luke?

“Mom, you didn’t sign my homework sheet!” Grace runs into the kitchen Monday morning, panicked.
“It’s okay, baby. Give it here.” I put the hairbrush in my mouth and reach for the paper my six-year-old is frantically waving at me. “Hold your head still,” I tell Paige. She reaches up and puts her hands on both sides of her head to literally hold it still. If she didn’t mess up the braids I’d redone three times in the last five minutes, I would have laughed.
I close my eyes and inhale. She’s only three…she doesn’t know any better. I set Grace’s paper down and look at the mess on Paige’s head. I can’t send her to school like this. I start brushing her hair into a ponytail instead.
“No!” she screams. “I want braids like Anna!”
“Paige, you’re wiggling too much for braids.”
She throws her head back, crying. “I want braids!”
“Mom! My homework sheet!” Grace says over her sister’s screaming. “You need to sign it!”
“I will,” I say, louder than both of them. Pluto paws at the door, wanting in. “Can you let Pluto in?” I ask Grace. “And I’ll sign your sheet, don’t worry. We still have time.” I look at the clock. Fuck. I need to whip up the fastest French braids ever. “Paige, honey. Sit still or Mommy can’t do your hair.”
“Okay,” Paige says. I get a few strands plaited when she turns her head to look at her sister letting the dog in.
“Paige!” I shriek. Then I close my eyes and take a breath. I don’t want to be mad at the girls. I don’t want to start the week like this. “Sit still. Here, have the phone.”
I unlock my phone and pull up a kiddie app for her to watch while I quickly braid her light brown hair. I mist her braids with hairspray, grab lunches from the fridge, set Pluto’s leash out for Poppy, and rush the kids out to the car. I get Paige snapped in her carseat in record time.
“Did you put my homework sheet in my backpack?” Grace asks as I back the car out of the driveway.
Shit. I didn’t. And I didn’t sign it either. I press hard on the brake and then shove the car in drive and speed back to the house. I race in, deal with an over-excited dog—seriously, I was gone for one minute—and grab the paper. I feel around the messy glovebox for a pen and sign her sheet at a stoplight.
Happy fucking Monday.
We stop by my sister’s house first so Grace can catch the bus with her cousin Taylor, and then I’m off to drop Paige off at daycare.
“Can I come to work with you, Mama?” she asks, and my heart hurts.
“I wish I could take you, baby. Mama’s work is boring during the week. Maybe Friday. Would you like that?”
“Not Friday. Now,” she says and starts crying.
“Paige, please don’t whine.”
“You never play with me,” she says.
“That’s not true, baby. We played American Girls last night.”
“But that was yesterday.”
I let out a sigh. I know better than to argue with a three-year-old. Though right now, I’m really arguing with myself. I do play with her, and I need to make myself see it.
“Hey!” I say. “How about Friday I stay home from work and have a Mommy-Paige day. We can have a popcorn party and get ice cream and take Pluto to the park.”
“I want to do that now! Now! Now! Now!”
Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, right?

“That was some party, wasn’t it?” Christine says, leaning across the table at the Monday morning meeting.
“I’m still feeling it.” Lori straightens her pens and notebook in front of her, shaking her head. “What happened to you, Lexi?”
“I, uh, never came back,” I blurt, trying to eyeball Jillian for help. She knows the shortened version of the near fallout I had with Luke.
“No shit,” Christine laughs. “You took Cole home and what? Stayed to have a threesome with him and his brother?”
“Oh my God, no!” I say, eyes going wide. “You better shut up before he hears you.”
Jillian laughs and elbows Christine. I shake my head. Get the two of them together and nothing is off limits. “Lexi told me Luke puts Cole to shame in that department.”
“No way. He’s bigger than The Beast?” Christine looks at me with fake shock. “How are you still walking?”
“You guys are evil.”
“That’s why you love us,” Jillian quips.
“I question why I’m friends with you more and more each day, you know.”
Christine just laughs. “So, who’s better? I can see a competition going on between them, trying to outdo each other.” She laughs harder when she sees my glare. “Is it weird? For real. Is it weird waking up over there and seeing Cole in the morning?”
“I haven’t stayed there very often. But yeah, it is.” I smile and look down at my phone. I want to change the subject and not think about Cole. Or Luke. Because he never came back home yesterday, and he never called. To say I’m worried is an understatement.
Something terrible could have happened to him, from getting mugged and stabbed, left to bleed on the streets, to a car accident. Or he could just not want to see me anymore.
But that doesn’t make sense. I think. Maybe? Fuck. I don’t know. All I do know is that I want Luke to call and I want him to call me now. I’m just as impatient as Paige sometimes. Why would he tell me not to change my mind if his plan was to leave me forever?
Melissa, the head of the marketing department, comes in and shuts the door. She says that Cole is on an important phone call and she’s taking over the meeting. Jillian catches my eye and raises her eyebrows. I nod. Yeah, this is rather good timing for an important phone call.
The meeting ends and I head to my office, sitting at my desk heavily. I stare at my computer and sigh, feeling so overwhelmed with stuff to do I don’t even know where to get started.
I end up spending thirty minutes Googling car accidents in the city. I’m still not convinced Luke didn’t get into one. I call him after that, and the call goes right to his voicemail. So, he hasn’t charged his phone yet.
What the hell is going on?

“You can get four books done in that short amount of time?” I ask, picking up a piece of bread and dipping it in oil. It’s Tuesday afternoon, and I’m having lunch with Quinn. On company time, and we’re not talking about books she wants to publish through the company. Maybe I should feel guilty, but I’m still annoyed enough with Cole to not give a fuck.
And another night came and passed without hearing from Luke.
“I can if you keep on me about it,” Quinn says and closes her notebook. “You’ve always been so good with keeping me on schedule before. I’m counting on you to pressure me.” Our food arrives, and it smells delicious. Too bad I’m not hungry. I haven’t had much of an appetite the last few days. I’m worried.
And sad.
Because I can’t help but think I’ve lost Luke forever.
“Is everything all right?” Quinn asks, pushing her fork into her food and then taking a bite.
I do the same, nodding. “Yeah, everything is great.”
“You seem down. Definitely not yourself.”
I’m not myself, but I don’t want to burden Quinn with my troubles. Not when she’s so excited to branch out on her own like this. And I’m excited to be a part of this with her, but not even a trip to Disney World could turn my frown upside down right now. Unless Luke was going with me. Because that would mean I’d heard from him. And I haven’t.
“I’m tired. I think I’ve told you about Paige having nightmares, right?” I feel horrible the moment I start the lie. “She wakes up and can’t go back to bed unless I snuggle her or bring her in bed with me.”
“Adrian went through the same thing. I feel ya, honey. This too shall pass. I used to tell myself that daily. Thank God my kids are grown.”
I laugh, and we spend the rest of lunch talking about our kids and then mapping out a plan for Quinn’s next series. I purposely ignore the time, checking my phone only for missed calls or texts. I grab a coffee with extra espresso on the way back to work, and go into a caffeine-fueled craze to tackle my inbox before the end of the day. I finalize a cover for a romance novel that’s due for publication soon, and pack up my stuff to leave. Jillian’s nose is buried in a new submission. She distantly waves as I walk by.
I get into the crowded elevator, eyes going to the dark number nine button. My heart hurts, and I just want Luke back. Or at least know if he’s okay.
What happened? Why did he leave like that? Right as the elevator doors start to close, someone sticks their hand in to stop it. Cole steps in, trying hard to avoid me, it’s painfully obvious. Enough people stand between us to make a conversation impossible anyway.
But when they get off on the third floor, I’m fucked. Cole looks straight ahead, tension filling the cramped space. I know he remembers everything from Saturday night, and he knows I know, even though I tried to make it seem like I chose to believe he didn’t recall a thing.
He remembers kissing me.
He remembers throwing up in his kitchen sink in front of me.
And he sure as hell remembers Luke and I had sex on his desk. Oh my God. Now I’m staring straight ahead with so much focus the wall might spontaneously combust. We stop at the second level, and a few more people get in, filling the awkward emptiness. I reach into my bag, unable to stand this any longer, and grab my phone. I can act busy, right? Everyone knows the false distraction a phone provides, but I’ll take what I can get.
Finally, we get to the lobby. I hang back, letting the others off first, then take a step forward. So does Cole.
Oh, come on, really?
“Go ahead,” he says.
I press a smile and give a curt nod. I hurry ahead only to slow. I might not know what happened to Luke in Chicago, but Cole does. I want to talk to Cole as much as I want to lick a public toilet seat, but if it’ll help Luke, I’ll do anything. I turn, but Cole is already yards away. Tomorrow, I can ask him…assuming I don’t hear from Luke by then. Though part of me knows Luke will hate knowing I went to Cole for information. He should have thought of that before he skipped town.
The night goes by in its usual chaotic fashion, complete with Paige sticking a blue mini M&M up her nose. Once I cracked the candy coating, it melted and came out in a series of chocolate-snot nose blows. It takes me until ten PM to get the house clean enough to pass a CPS inspection, and then I shower and set up my computer in the kitchen to work. I have Quinn’s notes spread out on the island counter, with my calendar and to-do list on top.
My own office at home would be amazing. I look around the little house. We’re busting at the seams in this place, running out of room faster than I thought. Though, I never intended to stay in this small space for so long. Russell and I had a plan when we got married. Buy a small house, live in it for five years, then sell it—hopefully make a profit—and buy something bigger.
It became apparent before even two years were up that neither of us wanted to go in on another investment together. The thought of tying myself up with an even bigger house payment alongside Russell caused my stomach to literally hurt. Knowing that buying a dream house with that man caused a negative physical reaction was one of the biggest signs that pushed me to finally, finally sign those papers.
I don’t think I can afford anything bigger on my salary alone, but it doesn’t hurt to look. Especially when it means wasting time. Twenty minutes later, I’m feeling a little depressed over the nice houses I can’t buy, and panicking that I’m going to be so tired in the morning.
It takes me an hour to get a concrete schedule made for Quinn. I email it off to her, then move on to Katie James and her paranormal romance. I edit one chapter and email it to her. I usually send three chapters at a time, but fuck. I’m tired and that was a long chapter, and I suggested to her that breaking it into two chapters works better anyway.
Then it’s time for me to crash, get up early, and do it all over again. I call Luke on the way to work Wednesday—still straight to voicemail—and again on the way home.
I pick up Paige and go home for a quick snack. We walk Pluto around the block, then get back in the car and head to Grace’s school. She’s in the junior drama club and tonight they’re putting on a play. She stayed after school to practice and then set up the stage, and we’re meeting her there. Paige refuses to go potty before we leave, and I don’t want to leave until she goes, which results in a meltdown and us almost being late for the play.
I’m rushing into the school, carrying Paige, and almost trip over the black rug right inside the door. I set Paige down and dig through my purse for a crumpled dollar bill to pay the one dollar cover charge, and race into the auditorium.
The lights are just now dimming, and the curtains are still closed. Paige spots Russell and tugs at my hand.
“Can we sit by Daddy?” she asks.
I let out a sigh, vision going to the back of Russ’s head. He’s not alone, and I hate myself for hating on his girlfriend. She’s in her early twenties, has spent more money on plastic surgery than I have on college, and physically is everything I’ll never be. She might not be the brightest, but she’s always been polite to me, and Grace says Maggie will play dolls with her when her own father is too busy.
Russell turns, waves at Paige, and frowns at me, tapping his watch. We go down the center aisle so Paige can sit by her father.
“You can’t get anywhere on time, can you?” Russell snaps. “You’d think your own daughter’s play is important enough for you to show up on time.”
“I did show up on time. It hasn’t started yet. I had to go home, feed Paige, and let Pluto out.”
“You’re always so worried about the damn dog. You act like the fucking dog is more important than your own daughter.”
“You shouldn’t swear at a school function,” I start. “And I don’t think he’s more important. But I—you know what, fuck you,” I whisper and move a seat away from him. Paige sees me get up and follows, needing to be in my lap. Maggie looks over, eyebrows pushed together. She looks at Russell and then sighs. Can’t she see he’s an asshole?
“I thought your boyfriend would be here,” Russell says, not looking at me. “He couldn’t be bothered to attend?”
I tense. Paige doesn’t really get the concept of boyfriends and girlfriends, but I’d been careful not to let either girl know Luke and I were anything more than friends. “He’s working,” I snap. “Some people work in the evening, you know.”
“Interesting. And what important job does he do that makes him work evenings on a Wednesday?” Russell says it like an insult.
“You’re such a jerk. Surgeons work evenings. They even work nights.”
Russell laughs. “That tattooed boyfriend of yours is no surgeon.”
“He’s a firefighter,” I say proudly. He was one, after all. Russell’s smirk goes away, and thankfully the curtains open. I hug Paige tightly, kissing the top of her head. I hate how Russell knows exactly how to make me feel like crap. And I’m starting to get mad at Luke for his disappearing act.
I record Grace’s one-line performance, smiling and cheering her on. I’m good at putting on the fake smile. I did for years, miserable in my marriage, after all. No one would be able to tell that my mind is running a million miles an hour thinking about Luke. He was so sweet with the girls. He seemed invested. He seemed to care.
Was I wrong?
I look at Russell and feel tears well in my eyes. I am so stupid. Yes, I was wrong.
Again.



              
              


5
LUKE
I sit on the couch, staring at the black screen on the TV. The remote is in my hand, but I don’t want to watch anything. Or eat. Or move. I don’t want to think. I’m in Chicago, sitting in my apartment. I paid the entire year’s lease for this place at once to get a discount. I didn’t think I’d be paying for an apartment that I didn’t live in. Never in a million years did I think I’d leave and not come back.
Chicago was home. My friends, my job, my life was here. And then it became too toxic. Being here became too much.
I catch a glimpse of my reflection and remember the day a few months ago when the weight of everything sat so heavily on my chest I couldn’t breathe. The day when I had enough and snapped.
The day I called Cole and told him I was coming to New York.
I packed what I could and left the rest. My furniture, though it was nothing special, stayed behind. Opening the door to this place was like stepping into a time capsule. There are still clothes in my closet. Food rotting and molding in the fridge. A dirty plate in the sink. A basket of towels in the bathroom, damp when I left and covered in mildew now.
I should clean it. I should figure out what to do with this shit. I should do something. Anything.
But after I saw him, I can’t. I came back and sat down, mind going blank to keep me from freaking out. An hour passed. Then the night. And then a day. I don’t want to open the door, because then I’ll see his door. He lived on the floor below, and while we knew he’d move eventually to a bigger place that was better for children, it was perfect having him in the same building. It made late night video gaming and drinking easy, like we were still kids in college, hanging out and having fun. Then it all went to shit.
My best friend didn’t die the day he saved me from that fire. What happened to him is worse than death. What happened to him defies everything he believes in, goes against his every wish.
I blink, and the image of José’s face flashes through my mind. The last time I saw him he was hooked up to machines. Breathing for him. Pumping calories into his body. Removing waste from his stomach. The doctors said he was in a persistent vegetative state.
His body tried to shut down not long after the accident. He wanted to move on then. The burns on his hands and face became infected within days. His hair started falling out. Deep sores developed on his back and heels.
My best friend would not want to live like that, if you can even call it living at all. But he never updated that fucking will. There was nothing in writing that says to let him go, let him move on.
And his wife knew it. She fucking knew what he wanted. But she couldn’t let him go. So, she moved him into a long-term care facility and kept him like that. Kept him rotting from the inside out. Losing hair and muscle, bit by bit. Dying internally but not allowed to move on. Having machines and medications keep him alive, not allowing him to die with dignity.
I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t stand by and watch my best friend deteriorate into flesh and bone. I’m not religious, but José was. And he believed his soul would be trapped in his body, suffering, until he was allowed to die.
I got into one heated fight with José’s wife just days after she moved him into the nursing home. One so bad I was asked to leave. I felt terrible and apologized to her later, but I couldn’t stay. Couldn’t come in and visit and talk to José like he was going to wake up any day. That’s why I left.
Because he would never wake up.
But he did. I was wrong. I left Chicago, abandoning my best friend.
I went to see him as soon as I landed in Chicago. I wasn’t expecting a full recovery by any means, but I didn’t expect to see what I did.
He was thin. Pale. Hardly had any hair left. His cheeks were sunken in. His brown eyes were open but held no emotion. He was just a shell of the man he used to be. His wife doted over him, convinced he’ll be home for the holidays this year.
I sat there. Talked to him. Touched his hand, and his skin felt dead. Cold. Loose over deteriorated muscle. Aged ten years in just months.
It felt forced. It felt fake. The person laying there, trapped in a body that can’t move. Can’t eat. Can’t even fucking communicate. He can blink and make quiet groaning sounds, muffled by the tracheotomy in his neck. That person isn’t my best friend.
I stood to leave at the end of my visit, feeling a dark maelstrom of confusion, pain, and guilt, and saw it. A look in José’s eyes that begged me to pull the plug and let him die.
And I can’t do a damned thing about it.
But that’s not all of it, and the last ball to drop is what’s keeping me here, full of conflicting emotions. I’m so angry I can hardly function, and it made me almost get into another screaming match with Caroline and get kicked out of the long-term care facility again.
I don’t know why she had to tell me.
I don’t know why she had to get me involved. She knew I wanted to go back to New York, back to the one person who can make me happy.
She knows I don’t want to be here. And yet she told me. She fucking told me and it complicates everything. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s right or wrong, or if I’m being selfish for wanting to go back to Lexi instead of staying here.
Staying here is what Caroline wants. Because she’s pregnant.
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ALEXIS
“Do you need more crayons?” I ask Paige, looking up from my desk. It’s Friday morning, and she came with me to the office. I just have a few things to finish up, and then we have the rest of the day off. My plan is to pick Grace up early from school for a fake doctor appointment that will take up the rest of the day, and surprise the girls by taking them to the park before taking them to their dad’s for the weekend.
Grace and Paige begged for Pluto to go, and after Russ said yes, there was no way I could keep the dog away from the girls. They love that little mixed breed, after all. And he loves them. I couldn’t have picked a better companion for the girls than that little guy. Most of the time I don’t mind if Pluto goes with the girls, but this weekend, I really don’t want to be alone.
Because I’m feeling really lonely.
“No, thank you,” Paige says, making me smile at her manners. She’s sitting on a blanket on the floor in a corner of my small office. She has a coloring book and crayons, along with a few Barbies and her favorite plush toy, a little elf she got for Christmas as a stocking stuffer. I was low on funds and got him for five bucks at Target last year. I had no idea he would turn into her favorite, but it’s cute seeing her tote the little guy around everywhere.
I dive into answering emails as Paige colors a picture for Jillian. By the time I’ve gotten to the bottom of my inbox, everyone in the office has a picture to hang above their desks. Including Cole, though I think I’ll pass on giving it to him. Paige takes my phone to watch YouTube videos and hangs out in Jillian’s office while I run over to the marketing department, going over the first part in the plan for Katie James’ paranormal book. We still need a title change, and since Katie hasn’t come to that conclusion on her own, it’s up to me to drop a nice and subtle hint that Cursed has been used a million times before and she needs something a little more catchy.
Once that’s taken care of, I head back to Jillian’s office to collect my baby and hit the road. Cole is walking out of his office as I walk into mine, and we come to an abrupt stop, several feet from each other. I immediately drop my gaze and debate whirling around and running to the bathroom. Anger builds inside of me, and I can’t help but think Luke’s disappearance has something to do with Cole being a giant douchebag.
But I really want to keep my job.
So, I keep my eyes down, force a polite smile, and walk around Cole, aware that several fellow employees are witnessing the awkward exchange.
“Hey, baby,” I say to Paige. She’s in Jillian’s lap, looking at the Disney World site on Jillian’s computer.
“I’m showing Aunt Jelly Disney World!” Paige announces. “There are all kinds of princesses at Disney World.”
My smile turns genuine and I move in, standing behind them. “There are! Maybe we can go sometime. Would you like that?”
“Yeah! I want to go to Disney World!” Paige shouts, then starts telling us about all the stuff she wants to do. Getting a princess makeover is number one on her list. I’d love to take the girls. I’ve thought about it many times, and would pick them up from school with their bags packed and hidden in the trunk. I wouldn’t tell them where we were going until we pulled into the airport parking lot.
They’d love it.
Someday. And with the promise of editing Quinn’s self-published books, that someday might come sooner rather than later. I haven’t been to Disney World in years, and the thought of going is exciting to me. Sharing that excitement with the girls will make the trip amazing.
“You done for the day?” Jillian asks, spinning around in her chair. Paige slides off her lap and comes over to me, raising her arms to let me know she wants to be picked up. Russell hates that she still does that, saying it’s “babyish” and that Paige needs to use her words and shouldn’t be held so much.
Maybe part of that is true, but she’s my baby and could very well be my last one even though I’d love to have more children if I ever remarried. I’ll hold and snuggle her for as long as she lets me. Grace still loves to be snuggled at night and it makes my heart happy.
“Yes, thank God. This has been a long week.”
“I bet.” Jillian looks out through her open office door. “It’s so obvious you two are avoiding each other. And before you ask, no one has said anything.”
I let out a breath. “Good. Ready to go home, Paige? Give Aunt Jelly a hug.” Grace was the first to call Jillian “Jelly” and it just stuck. She doesn’t mind, at least. Paige gives Jillian a hug and takes my hand. “Have a good weekend,” I tell Jillian.
“You too. Though I’m sure you will.” She winks and turns around, going back to work.
Tears threaten to form and I blink feverishly to push them away. Jillian doesn’t know about Luke. I haven’t said anything to anyone, because saying the words out loud means they’re true.
Luke left me. And I don’t know why. None of it makes sense. The last thing he told me was to not change my mind about being happy together. Why would he say that and leave with no intentions of ever seeing me again?
I hold Paige’s hand tightly as we get into the elevator. “What do you want to do, baby?” I ask. “Are you hungry?”
We talk about where to eat and what she wants to play when we get home. The sun is out in full force today, and the air is warm. Summer is right around the corner and the girls will be out of school soon. I wish so much I could be home with them during vacation.
“Hey,” I say suddenly to Paige. She stops walking and looks up. “Wanna know a secret?”
She beams. “Yes.”
I smile back and bend down. “I love you.”

“Have fun, and be good. I love you,” I say to Grace and Paige. We just walked through the door at Russell’s.
Grace hugs me. “I don’t want to stay with Daddy. I want to come home with you.”
Paige hears and rushes over to hug me too. “I want Mama. No Daddy. Daddy’s boring!”
I wrap an arm around each girl. “No, you have fun with Daddy.” I smile and try to sound excited. It’s tempting to badmouth Russ, but I can’t do that. He’s their father, and he loves them. As much as I can’t fucking stand the man, he takes good care of the girls. Sometimes I think he does it just to spite me, but in the end I know I can trust him with the kids.
“I’m so sick of hearing that,” Russell mutters under his breath. “You can’t fucking do that, Lexi.”
I look up. “Don’t swear in front of the girls.”
Russell waves his hand at me and scoffs. “I’ll do what I damn well want.”
I roll my eyes. I know he’ll do whatever he wants. That’s why our marriage fell apart. He did what he wanted with no regard for anyone else.
“And you have nothing to say,” he goes on. “Typical.”
I stand up. “Say about what?”
Russell narrows his eyes. I look him right in the face. He’s an attractive man, I’ll admit, and his looks were the first thing that I noticed about him way back in college. We had a class together, and I thought he was cute. I sat in the back and he sat up front, and we never talked. For a whole semester, I just ogled at him instead of taking notes.
“You tell the girls to say that I’m boring.”
“No,” I shoot back. I unwrap Pluto’s leash from my wrist and give it to Grace. “Can you let Pluto out back?”
She nods and takes off, laughing when Pluto bounds through the house and practically drags her. Paige follows, laughing just because her sister is laughing. I turn back to Russ.
“I think you’re a miserable bastard, but the girls don’t. And I don’t want them to. So no, I don’t tell them to say you’re boring. Kids say it like it is though, so maybe you are boring.”
“You’re such a bitch.”
I let out a breath and shake my head. “Fine. I am. Whatever.”
“You think you’re such a good person, but you’re not.”
“Okay. Russ, whatever. Here are the girls’ bags. Bring them home on Sunday.”
“You can come get them.”
“I drop them off. You’re supposed to be picking them up from school on Fridays and you don’t.”
“Only because of you! You told me you wanted to drop them off.”
It’s true, I did. Because I wanted to be able to see them once more before my weekend without them hit. “Russ,” I start. “Please don’t fight with me. There’s no point. Have fun and bring them home by five on Sunday.”
“Oh, so now I have a time limit.”
“The judge gave you the time limit!” I throw my hands up. “It’s a school night! They have to have homework done in time for bed.”
“Paige doesn’t have homework.”
“I know. Grace does.”
“You said they both have homework. So, you’re lying now?”
“Fuck you.”
Russell smirks. “Lex, you’re swearing in front of the girls.”
“They’re in the other room.” I shake my head, kick my shoes off, and walk past Russell to find the girls. I give them one more hug and kiss goodbye before leaving. “If you don’t want to bring them home Sunday, let me know so I can pick them up.”
“This is their home.”
“Yes, it is. You know what I mean.”
“Whatever.”
I wait a second, hoping Russ will tell me if he’s bringing the girls home or not.
“Leave, Lexi,” he says. “I know how to take care of the girls. You act like you’re better than me, but you’re not. Between the two of us, I’m the better parent. And you know what? I think I deserve more time with them.”
“What does that mean?” My heart skips a beat. Is he threatening me over our custody arrangement?
“It means exactly that. Now leave, Lexi.”
I take a shaky breath and get my shoes. Blinking back tears, I hurry to my car. The moment I’m in my seat and the door’s shut, I start to cry, and it’s not just because of Russell. He might take me to court—again—but it’s already been proven that the girls need to be with me during the school week. We’ve already agreed to them staying with Russell more during the summer since he uses his vacation days to be with them. Nothing new will come out of this other than lost time and even more lost money from lawyer fees.
I don’t know why he still has to be such a jerk to me. We’re split up. We only see each other for brief periods of time and it’s only because of the girls. Russell being a giant asshole is just the icing on my shitty-week cake. Which is going to be an even shittier weekend.
I want so badly to be mad at Luke. I want to yell at him, curse his name, and make him feel just a hint of the pain that’s radiating through my chest.
But I can’t, because I think he’s already feeling it.
Something is going on with him, and maybe it’s my stupid hope that’s making me think it actually has nothing to do with me. I dig through my purse for my phone and call Luke.
Straight to voicemail.
What the hell? I close my eyes and one last tear escapes, rolling down my cheek. I angrily wipe it away and start driving home. I jerk the wheel at the last minute, and get off onto an exit that takes me into the city.
Luke might not be answering his phone, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to just let him ghost me away. If he’s going through something, then I’ll go through it with him.

I knock on the old wooden door and step back. The sun is setting behind me, and I don’t see any lights on inside the house. I called Luke before I got out and walked up the stone steps to his front door. I got his voicemail again. I’m not sure how to take it. He’s not hanging up on me at least.
A minute passes before I hear the deadbolt shoot back. Cole answers the door, and looks at me like I’m the spirit of Michael Jackson or something.
“Alexis,” he stammers. “What are you doing here?”
“Is Luke home?” I ask, and Cole shakes his head. “Have you seen him?”
“Not since the weekend. I assumed he was staying with you.”
“He’s not, and I can’t get a hold of him.” I take in a steadying breath. “I know you don’t like him, but something is going on and I’m scared something bad happened.”
Cole’s eyebrows push together. He looks out at the street, sighs, then meets my eyes. “Come in.”
I step into the foyer, take off my shoes, and immediately go up to Luke’s room. His phone is still on the sloppily-made bed, next to the note I wrote. Everything looks exactly like it did on Sunday when I left.
Luke hasn’t been home.
I can’t help the tears that roll down my cheeks. Where is Luke? For all I know he’s dead in a ditch. I’d rather him write me off forever and tell me he never wants to see me again. At least he’d be alive then.
“Did you find what you were looking for?” Cole asks when I come back down the stairs. I don’t try to hide my tears. “What’s wrong?” he asks.
“He hasn’t been here. And…and I don’t know what’s going on. Where would he go?” I suck in a sob and shake my head. “Should we call the police? File a missing person’s report or something?”
Cole shakes his head. “I think I know where he is.”
“You do?”
He drops his gaze and turns, motioning me to follow him into the living room. He sits on the couch and I take a seat across from him on a leather chair. “Yeah. He never told you what happened in Chicago?”
“No. Is that where he went? Back to Chicago?”
“That would be my guess.” Cole flicks his gaze to me for half a second.
“Listen,” I start, and lean forward. “I like you about as much as I like the person who decided women need to shave their legs, but right now I don’t care about any of that. The past is the past, and I need you to help me find Luke. Put aside whatever hate you have for him because deep down, I know you care. He’s your brother after all. Your brother. And something happened. Something bad. Because he wouldn’t just leave me like that. I know you, Cole, and I know you’re a good person. Please, please help me find him.”
Cole’s brow furrows, but he looks into my eyes. “Okay.”
“What happened in Chicago?”
Cole hesitates, looking around the room. His eyes settle on the coffee table that’s between us. “He was inside a burning house on the second level and the floor caved. He went down with it. His best friend went in to save him and got caught. By the time they got him out, he had enough brain damage to make him be in a vegetative state.”
“Oh my God.”
“I was told,” Cole goes on, and I can tell he’s trying hard to remain neutral and not angry at his brother for whatever wrong Luke supposedly did, “that Luke never dealt with any of it. I imagine he feels responsible. He came here and that was that. I don’t pry.”
Not prying and not giving a shit aren’t mutually exclusive, but I won’t get into that now. “So, you think he went back to Chicago?”
“Yeah, I do. Maybe his friend died.”
I bite my lip, suddenly emotional. My heart is breaking for Luke. He should have told me, and I would have gone with him. I’d hold his hand at the funeral, and be there for him when night falls.
“Do you know his friend’s name?”
“Uh,” Cole says, searching his memory. “José Morales, I believe.”
I nod, making a mental note of it. “What about someone named Caroline?”
Cole shakes his head. “I don’t know much about his life.”
“Is he going to come back here?” My voice is tight as I try not to cry.
Cole looks incredibly uncomfortable. I believe he’s sorry for causing me pain, but is still so angry at Luke that he’d do it again if it meant hurting his brother.
“Would it be that bad if he didn’t?” Cole asks softly. “You can do so much better.”
A tear rolls down my face. I wipe it away and look up, trying my best not to cry. “I know you don’t like him, but I do. I really, really do.”
“I don’t want to upset you. But really, Lexi. Luke isn’t the great guy you think he is. He’s selfish. Egotistical. A jerk. He’s always been like that, and always will. People like that have no idea what it’s like being us, the bookish, quiet people of the world. He doesn’t operate on the same wavelength.”
I flick my gaze to Cole. “What do you mean?”
“You’re smart, Alexis. You get books. You get literature. You appreciate things, see things deeper than just the surface. Luke…he’s not like that. You’d be selling yourself short with someone shallow like him. Luke didn’t come here permanently, and I knew it all along. He didn’t bring his stuff. He still pays the lease on his apartment in Chicago. The plan was always to come here and blow off steam and then go back to his old life. I warned him not to do this to you. I told him to stay away and not hurt you. You’re a good person, Alexis. You deserve better.”
I let out a breath and blink back more tears. Can I trust myself not to freak out on Cole again? “He is coming back. Something bad happened, and it’s keeping him away. He didn’t leave me forever. You’re wrong.”
“I wish I were.”
I stare down Cole. “Do you? Do you really wish so? Do you wish Luke was here now and he was happy and I was happy? Because I don’t believe you.”
Cole doesn’t answer. I shake my head. “Unbelievable,” I mutter. “And I don’t care how mad you are at your family, you take care of them. If my sister just up and left, I’d be filing a missing person’s report as soon as I was able. He’s your brother, Cole. Your younger brother. Something incredibly traumatic happened and he’s acting weird and can’t be reached. Neither is good and pair them together and he could get hurt. Really hurt! Someone needs to find him, someone needs to make sure he’s all right. I’d do it, but I don’t know how. I don’t know where to start. But you do. Don’t you care at all?”
Cole sighs and looks down. I shake my head and stand.
“Alexis, wait,” Cole says and jumps up. “You said your kids are spending the weekend with their father, right?”
“Yeah, why—”
“I’m going to send you on a business trip. To Chicago.”
My mouth opens but no words come out. “Chicago?” I finally say and it dawns on me what he’s doing. Cole stands, face pulled down with conflicting emotions.
“Yeah. The sooner the better.” He gets up and goes into his office. The desk is neatly put back together. I stand in the threshold, fighting off embarrassment. The last time I was in this room, I was naked with Luke between my legs.
“There’s an author,” Cole mumbles as he opens his laptop. “Up and coming, and we want her to sign. But she’s going to decide to self-publish under a pen name.”
Relief washes over me and tears pool in my eyes. I’m such a fucking emotional mess. “I’m still mad at you,” I say. “But thank you.”
Cole gives me a curt nod and writes something down on a Post-It. “When can you leave? There’s a flight going to Chicago tonight.”
“I’ll take it,” I say. “The girls and my dog are all at my ex’s, so I can leave now.”
“Mh-hm.” Cole types and clicks away. Several minutes later, he prints something out and goes over the flight info with me. “You don’t have to do this,” he tells me as I walk toward the front door. “This could be a good thing.”
“Luke is hurting, Cole. How is that a good thing?”
“He’s just going to disappoint you again,” he says softly. “That’s what he does, Alexis. This will be the last time I warn you. Just know that Luke does what he wants and doesn’t think how it will affect anyone else. He’s out of your life right now…it won’t be hard to keep it that way.”
“I don’t want to keep it that way,” I say. “Whatever happened between you two…you need to fix it. Luke isn’t a bad person, and you’re not either. But you’re letting it turn you into one.”
I turn and leave, hurrying to my car. There’s no time to waste to get to the airport.
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ALEXIS
My stomach is in knots and the anxiety builds with each passing minute. I look down at my phone, regretting the Starbucks I just sucked down. I’m waiting to board the plane, and did a quick Google search about Luke’s friend. I found an article from several months ago—just a quick mention—that says two firefighters in Chicago were severely injured while rescuing an elderly woman from a house fire. The woman survived because of Luke and José. All the article said was that Luke was treated and survived, and his friend was in critical yet stable condition.
Maybe firefighters and police officers get hurt so often the media doesn’t think it’s a big deal. But I can’t help but feel offended and angry that nothing more is mentioned. Luke risked his life, and got seriously injured, saving someone else. I suppose I’m biased, but it doesn’t quite seem fair.
I searched for more on José and found nothing. No obituary, no memorial, no in-memory-of anything. If he died, I assume the fire department would have put up a picture or something, which makes me think that José isn’t dead.
So, what the hell is going on with Luke?
I put my phone down, stewing over it until my flight is announced. I board the plane, clutching my little carry-on. I raced home to get the essentials, and have enough to get me through the weekend. I have no plan other than to knock on the door at the address Cole gave me and hope Luke answers. How he reacts to seeing me will determine my next move.
I’ve never done anything this bold before. I’ve never put myself out there this far, never risked so much. If anyone is worth it, it’s Luke.
He’s not the bad guy Cole says he is. He can’t be. Especially now that the plane is taking off. I watch the runway speed by outside and start to panic.
What the fuck am I doing?
I’m leaving the state. The state my girls are in. The plane could crash. More realistically, my flight could get delayed and I’d be stuck in Chicago. I sharply inhale.
“Nervous flyer?” the woman next to me asks.
“No,” I blurt, then curse myself. “Nervous about what’ll happen once I land.”
She smiles curiously. “Are you flying for business or pleasure?”
“Uh, a bit of a personal mission.”
“Interesting.”
“I’m meeting my boyfriend. He doesn’t know I’m coming.”
“Ohhh,” she coos. “How romantic.”
“Yeah. Romantic.” I smile, trying to convince myself that this will be a romantic trip. There’s a good chance it might turn out that way. I stare out the window and imagine Luke opening his door, staring at me with wide eyes and then grabbing me and throwing me down before he has his way with me. And then he’ll come back to New York and we’ll live happily ever after.
Hah.
Even if Luke wants to have crazy sex the moment he sees me, we’re far from okay. And now that I’m in the air and there’s no turning back, I’m starting to think more and more that this is a bad idea. This isn’t going to end well. Luke left and didn’t tell me why.
And I cannot handle another broken heart.

I hike my bag up over my shoulder and look at the address I saved on my phone. My heart is hammering in my chest and nervous sweat drips between my breasts. I’m in front of Luke’s apartment, and I’m starting to feel more and more like an idiot as time passes. I mentally rehearsed what I’m going to say, and it all sounds stupid now.
I’m mad at him. Mad he left, mad he made me worry. And I’m mad he didn’t tell me about whatever is going on.
I check the address one more time and accidentally open my pictures as I’m putting my phone back in my purse. I see the photo of Luke with my girls and feel a painful tug on my heart. I’m terrified to put myself out there like this. To risk looking like a fool. But for Luke, it’s worth it. I close my eyes in a long blink, inhale, and go inside the building.
Luke lives on the third floor. I pause in the lobby, trying to decide between the stairs and the elevator. There’s no attendant, and the lights above me are dim. I get in the elevator and hit the button to close the doors over and over, hoping I can get up to the third floor before someone comes in. Luke said he thought people were friendlier in Chicago than New York, but the crime stats say otherwise.
The ride to the third floor takes too long, yet it’s over way too soon. My heart beats even faster, pounding in my ears. I watch the numbers on the doors as I walk down the hall. The building is nice enough. Nothing fancy, but it’s well-kept and clean.
I’m getting to the end of the hall, and closer to Luke’s door. I see it, and my breath catches. I close my eyes and get a flash of the first time I met Luke.
Now or never.
I stop in front of his door, ball my fist, and raise it to knock. Then I hear voices. Angry voices. My hand freezes in midair and I find myself leaning closer and closer. One muffled voice comes through loud and clear.
Luke’s voice.
He’s alive.
He’s not dead in a ditch. His organs haven’t been illegally harvested and sold on the black market.
And then a woman yells back, saying something about a promise Luke made. She says the baby needs him.
The baby.
I jolt back only to lean forward again, practically pressing my ear to the door. The woman’s voice gets louder and louder, and I realize at the last minute she’s storming her way to the door.
I panic and run. I’m halfway down the hall when the door slams. I’m itching to turn around, but I can’t. Not when she is behind me. I’m too shocked to feel, so I keep walking. I push the button for the elevator so hard it hurts my index finger, and the damn thing is so slow, she is right behind me when the doors pop open.
“Hold the doors,” she says and I know right away she’s crying. I step in and turn around, keeping my eyes down. “Thanks.”
She wipes her eyes and lets out a breath. I can’t help it. I steal a glance. She’s about my height, with pale skin and red hair.
And she’s pregnant.
I blink, staring at her belly. She’s tall and thin, and can’t be more than five or six months along. Her t-shirt is stretched over her bump, and if she didn’t absent-mindedly rub her belly, mistaking the bump for a food-baby is a big possibility.
She suddenly gasps, and a smile takes over her distraught face. “Sorry,” she says, sniffling. “He’s just starting to kick.”
There’s no denying there’s a baby in there.
“It’s a great feeling,” I say. The elevator stops at the second floor to let someone else in.
“Do you have kids?” the redhead says.
“Two girls. Is that your first?”
Her eyes are still wet with tears, but she smiles anyway, hugging her belly. It’s a look I know, and a feeling I know even more. The world is crashing down around you, but you have your baby. And nothing can get in between that bond.
“Yes.”
“Good luck. I’m sure you’ll be a great mom.”
“Thanks. It’s scary. Were you scared? Is it bad to admit that?”
I smile. “Yeah. I was terrified. I still am sometimes and my oldest is six.”
She lets out a breath. “Thanks. So many moms act like it just comes naturally. I’m still waiting for that to kick in. For his father, too.”
“It will, but sometimes the natural way takes its time and needs a little help along the way.”
“You don’t know how good it is to hear that. Thanks. Seriously.” She pats her belly. “Do you live in this building?”
“No. I’m, uh, visiting a friend. Do you live here?”
“I did, but I don’t spend much time here anymore.”
I look at her belly. “Baby daddy drama?”
She smiles. “How could you tell?”
I blink, feeling like I’m getting sucked backwards into darkness. “Just a feeling. Good luck. With the baby, I mean.”
“Thanks. I didn’t catch your name.”
“Uh, Jillian,” I spit out and force a smile.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Caroline.”
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LUKE
I sink down on the couch, rubbing my forehead. I’m tired. So fucking tired. I want to crawl into bed and sleep for a week. Waking up to find this whole thing is a big fucking nightmare wouldn’t be so bad either. I close my eyes and get a flash of my bedroom, but it’s not the one in this apartment. It’s the one in New York. It’s the room I stayed in as a child when I visited my grandparents. It’s the room I slept in while crashing with Cole.
It’s the room I shared with Lexi.
I didn’t feel welcome in that house, but it was because of my brother. Despite that, it felt almost normal to be back there, back in the place we grew up. And bringing Lexi back with me made it feel like home.
I miss her so fucking much, and I’m an idiot for forgetting my phone at home. Though I don’t know what I’d say. Telling her I’m sorry and that I love her comes to mind, but I know I fucked up. Just saying those things won’t be enough. I rub my forehead. Lexi would know what to do. She’d know what’s right in this situation. Fuck, I need her.
A headache starts to form and I close my eyes. Flames rise before my eyes and I smell smoke. I want so fucking bad to go back to that day and do things different. José wouldn’t be wasting away to nothing and everything would be all right with Caroline.
I stand, feeling the heat rise around me, and pace around the living room. I feel bad for arguing with Caroline. I know she’s not in the right frame of mind. What she’s going through isn’t right. But bad things happen to good people and there’s nothing I can do about it.
When I told her I was going back to New York, she got mad. My original plan was always to come back here after some time passed. Time to let me finally deal with shit. Time to let me figure my life out again. I’d be able to get my job back once I was ready. I didn’t mean to make a life in New York. And I certainly didn’t mean to fall in love.
But I did.
So, I get that hearing I’m not coming back was a shock. But I didn’t expect her to completely panic like she did. She had a plan, she told me, and it involved me. I made a promise to my best friend, she reminded me over and over, though I didn’t expect her to take it so literally.
And now I have no idea what to fucking do.
I told José I’d be the godfather to his kids whenever that day came. We talked about it just minutes before the fire. And I do want to be the godfather. I want to tell them stories about their dad, how brave he was and how I owe my whole life to him. I want to buy them extravagant gifts for Christmas and birthdays and let them know I’m always one call away if they need to talk and can’t discuss it with their parents. I looked forward to that. I expected that.
I didn’t expect Caroline to ask me to help her raise her son and be the male role model José can’t be. I always believed I’d do anything for my best friend, but asking me to move away from a life I was starting to love is too much.
I think.
Or maybe not.
I don’t fucking know what’s right, and it’s giving me a headache.
Caroline just left, after coming here to ask me again to stay. She’s desperate and not thinking clearly. Finding out she’s pregnant just a month after the accident is a cruel joke, not a blessing in disguise as she calls it. I take a deep breath, knowing José would hate this. Is he still able to think? Is his mind working but his body isn’t? If so, that’s the worst fucking prison.
It would kill him to watch his wife carry his child, give birth, and raise the baby while taking care of him. He wouldn’t want his kids to grow up seeing their father like that, unable to move, being fed through a tube, being bathed and changed by nurses. His eyes might be open, but he’s far from awake.
And it kills me to know this goes against everything my best friend would have wanted. He’s only alive with the help of machines. It’s unnatural, goes against his moral code…and is keeping his wife from ever moving on. Caroline will forever play the role of caregiver, going between José and their baby. She won’t go out. Won’t have fun. Won’t find someone else to live out her days with.
She knows José wouldn’t want her to live like that. He’d call himself a burden and wouldn’t want to put that on his family, and family was one of the most important things to him.
Which is what led us to the argument. I can’t stay here and see José like that. It’s not right. It’s not natural. It’s not what he’d want and I don’t believe in fucking miracles. Putting his baby in his arms isn’t going to do a fucking thing to bring him back. I talked to the doctors. Nothing is considered miraculous. He has severe brain damage from smoke inhalation and there is nothing that can cure that.
Because of me.
Fuck.
I should stay here. His son will grow up without his father.
And it’s all because of me.
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ALEXIS
I stare straight ahead, studying the headrest on the seat in front of me. The plane gets hit with turbulence, but I don’t react. I’ve already crashed. Already plummeted a thousand feet through ice cold air and landed hard on the earth, breaking into a million tiny pieces.
It makes sense. Caroline’s been calling Luke for weeks, and once he finally found out that she’s carrying his baby, he went back to Chicago to take care of things. That’s the kind of guy he is.
I just thought he’d be my kind of guy.
And I didn’t think this was how things were supposed to go. Luke freaking out over the death of his friend, not being able to handle the guilt of surviving when José didn’t isn’t healthy. It’s not at all the ideal way to deal with grief.
But I can work with that. I can talk to Luke, help him get through this, encourage him to sit down with a therapist or something. I care about him so much, and I believe that he really cared about me too. It’d be a long road to travel, but he wouldn’t have to do it alone.
But him having a baby…
We can’t talk our way through that. I knew us being together was too good to be true. Maybe it’s good I found out now. Sooner rather than later and all that, right? I hadn’t introduced him as more than a friend to the girls, thank God.
Tears well in my eyes. They’re still going to ask about Luke. They’re still going to wonder where he is and why he isn’t coming to play with them.
I shouldn’t have let them meet. I messed up. Big time. It’s one thing to screw myself over. But hurting my kids…I don’t know if I should be mad at myself or at Luke. I want to be mad at him. It’s easier that way. Push the blame away, make myself the victim and throw a pity party. That’s not going to solve anything, and I need to pick myself up by my bootstraps and move forward.
Maybe you do only get one shot at love. I had mine, and was happy for a while. Maybe that’s as good as it’ll get. This stupid thing inside my chest longed for me to try. I close my eyes and tears roll down my cheeks.
“Are you all right?” the elderly woman next to me asks. What is it with people on planes? Can’t they mind their own damn business?
I open my eyes and turn my head. “Not really. I had a one-night stand with my boss’s brother and ended up falling for him. But I thought he had a nervous breakdown and left New York to go to Chicago, but really, his girlfriend is pregnant and I didn’t even know he had a girlfriend. Maybe she was an ex when we met, I don’t know. But he’s staying with her and now I’m alone. Again.”
She raises her eyebrows and shakes her head. “Oh, uh, sorry.” She’s sorry she asked, that’s for sure. At least she won’t bug me again. I wipe away tears, not even caring. I’m on a red-eye flight back to New York, and all I want to do is drink a scary amount of wine, eat ice cream straight from the carton, and hug my babies.
But my babies aren’t home. They’re at Russell’s house, and thinking about my failed marriage almost pushes me over the edge into hysterical sobs.
Is it me? Am I damned to live a life of disappointment and loneliness? I don’t believe in karma, but maybe I’ll let Kara cleanse my aura when I get home.
Oh fuck. Home.
People will ask me about Luke. I close my eyes again, remembering our last kiss and his words. Don’t change your mind.
“I don’t understand,” I mutter, putting my head in my hands. I probably shouldn’t have ordered that rum and Coke mid-flight. It’s hitting me now, and I’m suddenly more emotional.
But I really don’t understand. Luke has been amazing. To me and to the girls. The feelings between us were mutual. I know it. Hence the whole getting on a plane and flying a million miles away to go get the guy.
Only someone else already got him.
The seatbelt light turns on overhead, and I reach down, making sure I’m still buckled in. I lean back in my chair, too upset to be freaked out by the rough ride, and dread going home. Once I’m there, I’ll have to face reality.
And the reality is that Luke is never coming back.

I extend my arms over my head and stretch as I yawn. It’s seven in the evening the next day, and I’m at the office. Home was too lonely. Home held a few memories of Luke, and right now the wounds are too fresh, too painful.
I didn’t want to sit in that house alone. The girls and Pluto won’t be back until tomorrow afternoon at best, and I just couldn’t stay.
So, I’m at work. On a Saturday. In the evening. Besides the security guards at the front desk, I’m pretty sure I’m the last man standing. Though right now, I don’t mind. Things are calm and quiet around here, and I’ve gotten three chapters edited and emailed over to the author in the time it usually takes for me to just get through one. I’m making progress and keeping myself busy.
I lean back in my chair and get started on another chapter to edit. The book is good, and I’m absorbed into the story. I love how books can take you from real life. I need the fictional reprieve right now. I’m so into the book, I don’t realize someone else has come into the office until a sharp knock sounds at my door. I shriek and whirl around, heart hammering.
“Alexis?”
“Oh my God,” I exclaim, hand flying to my chest. “You scared me.”
Cole gives me a small smile. “Sorry. What are you doing here?”
“Working.”
“It’s Saturday, and I thought you’d be in Chicago.” Suddenly concern takes over his handsome face. “Is Luke okay?”
Hearing his name is like a knife to the heart, and I hate that I’m hurting this much. I shouldn’t have let myself fall for him. “In theory, yeah. But I don’t think he’s ready to come back yet. And I really don’t want to talk about it.” Tears well in my eyes, and I look away, blinking them back without success.
“I’m sorry,” Cole says softly. “I’m sorry he hurt you. Part of me feels guilty for not trying harder to warn you. This is typical of him to just up and leave. It’s not the first time he’s ran away from his responsibilities.” I just nod and Cole is still standing there. “I just stopped in to get a contract I left on my desk.” An awkward moment of silence goes by before he turns and shuffles away.
I don’t want to be a responsibility. I don’t want Luke to be with me out of a sense of duty. I want him to be with me because the thought of being without hurts. I want him to think that what we have going can turn into something real, that the two of us have a shot—a real shot—at forever.
I fold my arms together on my desk and put my head down. Seeing Cole is going to remind me of Luke. And I see Cole every day at work. Great. Real fucking great. I take a minute to collect myself, then push up and dive back into the book.
The phone on my desk rings, and I can tell by which line is lit up that it’s Cole calling from his office.
“Yeah?” I ask, putting him on speaker.
“Come in here,” he says.
“Uh, okay.”
I hang up, sigh, and walk through the dimly lit space to Cole’s large office. Light from the city outside comes in through the big windows, lighting up Cole’s desk.
“Here,” he says and extends a glass. There’s an inch of brown liquid inside and I can tell right away it’s alcohol.
“Aged Scotch,” he says and pours some into his own glass. “It’s what I break out to toast with when celebrating a contract or a month of amazing sales.”
I move my head up and down and bring the glass to my lips. This stuff is strong, and I shudder as it goes down.
“You looked like you could use a drink.” Cole tosses his back and refills his glass. “Want more?”
“No thanks, I’m good.”
Cole takes his glass, gently swirling the liquid around, and goes to the window. He slowly sips his booze, watching the nightlife pass by below. “Relationships are hard,” he whispers. “And often painful.” He finishes his drink and sets the glass down on the windowsill. “Sometimes I wonder if because we work in a business that portrays love and relationships as perfect, our own expectations are skewed. Life isn’t a book. Life doesn’t read well.” He looks over his shoulder at me, and I can see hurt in his eyes. This is the most real I’ve ever seen Cole.
“Everyone here knows I don’t edit romance,” he starts. “But it’s not because I don’t like it. I do. I love the idea of happy endings. But I get angry seeing things work out perfectly all the time. How many people really get a happily ever after?”
My throat feels tight and more tears pool in my eyes. “Not many.”
Cole sighs and sits in one of the leather chairs next to his desk. I take another sip of Scotch and lean against the door, eyes going to the window.
“Almost getting a happy ending doesn’t make good literature.”
“No, no it doesn’t. And it wouldn’t get good reviews either.”
He turns his head, looking into my eyes. “But don’t you wish someone would do it? Write about how things were going perfectly then came crashing down, and instead of a romantic reconciliation, life just kept on going, mundane and unsatisfying.”
I bring the drink to my lips and take another sip. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not speaking about a hypothetical situation?”
Cole just sighs and shakes his head. He leans forward, putting his head in his hands. I finish my drink and move into his office, putting the empty glass on his desk. I can smell Cole’s cologne, which is the same brand Luke wears. My heart hurts, and I’m suddenly jealous of Caroline. Tears well in my eyes again. I’ve worked so hard not to cry, and the emotion is building.
“I’m sorry,” Cole whispers. “I’m sorry you’re hurting.” He looks up. “But this is good. You’ll see it in the end.”
My eyebrows furrow and my head moves back and forth of its own accord. What happened to make Cole so bitter? His heart is so cold and he holds onto so much anger. Is it even possible to thaw his frozen heart?
“I should get back to work. Thanks for the drink. I did need it.” I wipe away tears and go back to my desk. The romance I was editing stares up at me, and I find myself agreeing with Cole. Reading about the characters getting their happily ever afters used to give me hope. But right now, it just reminds me of what I don’t have.
The wound is too fresh.
I close my computer and stand up, striding back to Cole’s office. He’s by the window again, with another drink in hand. He whirls around, eyes widening when he sees me.
“Alexis?”
“I’ll edit Emma Stark’s books,” I blurt.
Cole stares at me for a minute, and then he smiles. “How much did you have to drink?”
“Not nearly enough. But I think the change in genre would be fun.”
Cole’s still smiling. “You have no idea how much of a relief it is to hear you say that. But take a day and think it over. You’ll have to read the first books in the series and be ready for two more to follow. I want you to be sure about this.”
He’s back to business-only Cole, and I’m so fucking thankful. “Good idea. I’ll get started on the first book tonight.”
“I can get you copies.”
“I already have the first two.”
Cole raises an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t like horror.”
“I don’t, but her covers are pretty. Call me a cover-whore but I totally do buy books based on the covers.” I’ve bought the second or third book in a series before without realizing it. Pretty covers draw me in and I can’t say no.
“They’re good books, and there is romance weaved in. I think you’ll like them.”
“I think so. I’m gonna get going. Uh, bye.”
“Goodnight, Alexis.” His eyes meet mine and I see more emotion in those two seconds than I ever have in the years I’ve known Cole. He’s hurting, and I almost feel bad for him. “Be careful out there.”
“I will.” I turn and let out a breath. Whatever happened to make him hate Luke had to be painful. It would take a complete betrayal to make me hate Kara that much. I shake my head, not even wanting to think about it. And I’m still too angry at Cole to offer him much—if any—sympathy. Talking books with Cole is manageable. There’s still the underlying you-kissed-me-and-my-boyfriend-beat-you-up awkwardness, but for the sake of written words, I can be civil. Going beyond that…yeah. Not ready.
And for the sake of my paycheck, I need to be civil.

The house feels cold and empty when I walk in over an hour later. I picked up Chinese takeout on the way, and drop the bag on the counter. I turn on the TV, searching Netflix for something I’m in the mood to watch. I grab my food and a bottle of wine—I’m skipping the glass tonight—and turn on American Horror Story. I don’t even get past the credits before I get too freaked out and put on Gilmore Girls instead.
I zone out, having taken only a few bites of my fried rice. The seams start to unravel. I set my food down on the floor in front of the couch and pull my knees up to my chest.
Inhale.
Exhale.
Just breathe.
I bite the inside of my lip and look up at the ceiling. I’m trying so hard to keep it together, but this sucks. My heart is shaking, close to falling apart, breaking yet again. I shouldn’t have let myself fall for Luke.
But I couldn’t have stopped it if I tried.
The last few years have been hard, but they taught me that there are few things in life you can control, and even fewer things you can prevent.
Death.
Time.
And love.
Life can be taken in the blink of an eye, and there’s no stopping it. There’s no undoing. No way to undo death.
And time keeps going on, not caring that your world has just fallen apart. That you wish to take the place of your lost loved one. And you love because you just do. There’s no logic when it comes to love. No control, no way to push the feelings away because they don’t make sense. Falling in love is dangerous. You have to land at some point, and having someone there to catch you is no guarantee. And even if they do catch you, they can drop you at any moment.
I can’t control death. I can’t stop time. And I can’t help who I fall in love with. I put my hand over my mouth, muffling a sob. It became second nature to hide when I cried. Russell used to yell at me if I cried, saying it annoyed him, and that adults don’t cry.
But I was hurting then, and I’m hurting now. Though this time, it’s different. I’m hurting because I miss Luke, not because he made me feel like I was a waste of space. I grab the bottle of wine and take a long drink. I lean back, cradling the bottle to my chest.
I thought Luke could have been the one for me, but I was wrong. I fell hard and landed on my own. I’ve picked up the pieces once before, and now it’s time to do it again and accept the fact that I had my shot at love.
I aimed and I missed.
Luke and I weren’t meant to be.
I drink more wine and lay back on the couch, not stopping the tears as they fall. The love I felt for Luke burns like a fire inside of me, and it hurts. I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap a blanket around my shoulders. I close my eyes, wanting the effects of the wine to kick in and help me slip into a dark, dreamless sleep.
And then someone knocks on the front door. This time there’s no mistaking it, no blaming the rats or the wind. I sit up, still holding onto the bottle of wine for dear life. The lights are on in here, and anyone can see in since I forgot to close the curtains. My heart hammers, yet at the same time, I don’t care.
Slowly, I get up, moving along the wall. I crouch down and crawl to the window next to the front door. My hands shake as I raise up to see outside. Then I see him, and I can’t get to the door fast enough. I throw back the deadbolt and open the door.
“Luke.”
His blue eyes are full of sorrow. “Lexi,” he breathes. “You didn’t change your mind, did you?”
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LUKE
Lexi’s eyebrows push together, and she doesn’t speak. Her eyes are wet as if she’s been crying. She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth and shakes her head.
“What are you doing here?” she whispers.
Hearing her voice warms me, and I close my eyes, fighting back my own emotions. “I needed to see you.”
Her bottom lip quivers and she looks away, letting out a shaky breath. “Well, you shouldn’t be here. I can’t do this, Luke.” She breaks down, and a tear falls. “Please. Please, just go.”
“No,” I blurt, sharp pain stabbing me in the chest. “You don’t mean that. Let me explain. I know…I know I took off. I freaked out and was stupid. I was so fucking stupid. Just let me explain.”
She turns her head down, hair falling over her face. I reach out to push it out of the way and she flinches. My heart hurts more than I ever thought possible. It’s like my whole chest is caving in and I can’t breathe. I can’t lose Lexi. Not after I lost everything else.
She’s the reason I’m here, back in New York. She’s what pulled me out of the hell I was stuck in. She gives me hope. She’s what shook me back to reality and made me get on a plane back here.
I love her.
“I can’t, Luke. I want to, but I can’t. It’s hard enough now.”
“It doesn’t have to be. Lexi…please.”
Her face crumples and she covers it with her hand. I can feel her heart break, and it’s more painful than I ever imaged. I step forward. I need to hold her, to keep her from falling apart. I need her to feel that I’m fucking in love with her. Lexi jumps back, holding out a hand. She might as well stick a dagger in my chest. Emotion hits me hard, and I have to remind myself to take in air. “No. Luke, please. Please don’t make this harder than it already is. We’re over.”
“Don’t say that.”
She looks up, tears rolling down her cheeks. “We are.”
I can’t breathe. “Lexi,” I pant. “No.”
“Luke,” she cries. “Just go.”
“Let me explain, Lexi. I don’t want to lose you.”
“That doesn’t change…” Her words die in her throat. “Goodbye, Luke.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“Then I’m closing the door.”
“I’ll stay. I’ll stay here until you let me in.”
She exhales heavily, hand covering her mouth. “I did,” she whispers. “I did let you in.”
It’s like she ripped my heart right out of my chest. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
Her eyes meet mine. “I believe you. But…things happen. I know. And I can’t do this.”
“Then please, Lexi, please, let me in. I’ll explain. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s too late for that, Luke. You have enough going on.”
Does she know? There’s no way she could. “I know. And it’s complicated and painful and I don’t know what to fucking do. But I know I want you. I need you. Lexi, please let me explain.” I’m not above getting down on my knees and begging for this woman. She’s everything to me. “I fucked up. I know I did. Just give me the chance to make it up to you.”
Her eyes close and she shakes her head. Pain radiates through my chest, and I don’t know how I’ll survive leaving here alone. “It’s not just me,” she says, voice tight. She pauses, trying hard not to cry. “It’s not just me that I have to think about. And I can’t—” She cuts off, crying.
I can’t help it. I move in and wrap my arms around her. Lexi stiffens at first and then melts against me. It feels so fucking good to have her in my arms again. I never should have left.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper in her ear.
“Me too.”
“Why? You have nothing to be sorry about.”
“I’m sorry that it’s over. I don’t want it to be.”
“Then it doesn’t have to be.”
She pulls away. “It does, Luke.” Her arms wrap tightly around herself, and she keeps her eyes trained on the floor. Her hair falls over her face again, but I can tell she’s crying. I’ve never hated myself more than I do right now. I caused Lexi pain. I hurt her.
I don’t deserve her.
“Goodbye, Luke,” she whispers.
“It doesn’t have to end,” I beg. “Lexi, please. I can’t lose you.”
She winces, physically reacting to my words. “I don’t want you to lose me either. But this is it. This is life. And life doesn’t hand out happily ever afters. Shit happens, really bad, really crappy, really un-fucking-fair shit. And you have to deal. I have my girls to take care of, and you have your…”
“No.” I stride forward and take her hands. She tries to pull away. I tighten my grip, refusing to let her go. “No. Look at me, Lexi.”
She looks at me, turning her tear-streaked face up to meet mine. Her green eyes are so full of heartache it kills me.
“Lexi,” I breathe. “I love you.”
Her face breaks, and she shakes her head. “No. Don’t tell me that.”
“I do. I fucking love you. I didn’t mean to fall for you but I did. I fell hard. I fell fast. No one has ever made me feel this way. My life has fallen apart but you put everything back together without even trying. I love you.”
Lexi’s lip trembles and she’s shaking her head. Tears cascade down her face. She lets out a ragged breath and tips her head up. It’s a small gesture, one she might have done subconsciously, but it’s all I need. I put my lips to hers, and it’s like the first time all over again.
Everything fades. The pain, the heartache, and confusion. All that exists is Lexi, and all I want to do is make love to her. I wrap my arms around her waist, bringing her against me. I kiss her harder than I ever kissed her before, putting all I have into it. Lexi brings her arms up and cups my face, kissing me just as hard. Tears continue to fall, and I pull back just enough to wipe them away.
Lexi slides her hands to my shoulders, holding on tight. She bites her lip and looks into my eyes. I hate seeing the pain reflected in hers. I never want her to hurt. I want to take it all away. I hold my breath, knowing she can still tell me to leave, that she never wants to see me again.
“Close the door,” she whispers.
I let out my breath and smile, kissing her forehead before reaching behind me to close and lock the door. Lexi shuts off the light and I take her hand, bringing her in again. My lips meet hers, and I can’t get close enough. She slips her hands under my shirt, and the feeling of her hands against my flesh is wonderful.
“I love you,” I whisper into her ear.
“Luke,” she breathes, standing on her toes to kiss me again. She doesn’t have to say it back. She let me in, and that’s enough. I’ll prove it to her, have her see I really am sorry, that I was the biggest fucking idiot to leave her like that.
I pick her up and her legs go around my waist. We kiss as I carry her upstairs and into her bed. I fall back, bringing her with. She lands on top of me, and I grab the hem of her shirt. Lexi sits up and raises her arms, letting me slowly undress her.
She’s not wearing a bra, and I reach out, cupping her breasts in my hands. I run my thumb over her nipple, and Lexi softly moans. She widens her legs, and my cock starts to harden. I take her breast into my mouth, running my hands down her back. Lexi’s still holding me, head bent down.
I lay her down, trailing kisses from her breasts to her stomach. I grab the waist of her pants and pull them down. Lexi lets out a moan, hands landing on my head. She twists my hair around my fingers and pushes my head down. I kiss the inside of her thigh, sucking on her soft skin. I roll her panties down and drop them on the floor.
She bends her legs up, hooking them over my shoulders. I run my hands down her thighs and spread her open, putting my mouth to her. Lexi gasps, keeping one hand on my head and balling the sheets with the other.
My tongue flicks over her clit and I slip a finger inside of her, finding her g-spot right away. I press and rub against it, still working my mouth. Lexi’s legs tighten around me, and I know she’s close to coming.
Sex with Lexi is never anything but amazing. We fit together—and I mean more than literally. It’s like we’re meant to be, and I’ll be damned if I lose this.
I move my face away and kiss the inside of her thighs again. Lexi’s breathing fast. She raises her head, eyes meeting mine.
“Don’t you dare stop, Luke Winchester,” she pants. I flash her a grin and run my tongue over her tender flesh, then turn my face back to her pussy. I lick and suck, still pumping my finger inside her. Lexi comes just a minute later, letting out a loud moan. I keep my mouth on her, feeling her inner walls pulse as the orgasm works its way through her.
“Come here.” She tugs on my arms, hands trembling. I move up and Lexi pulls my shirt over my head. “Take off your pants,” she whispers and I gladly oblige. She takes a few seconds to run her eyes over me before pulling me onto her, welcoming me between her legs. I’m so turned on, so into Lexi that I almost don’t notice the sadness in her eyes.
What I thought was our reconciliation is Lexi’s last time.
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ALEXIS
Why does the wrong thing feel so damn good? I close my eyes, relishing in the last time Luke’s naked body will be wrapped around mine. His arms are tight around me, and he kisses the back of my neck like everything is normal.
But it’s far from it, and I’m not sure how to feel right now. Maybe I shouldn’t have slept with him. He has a lot going on and I know this isn’t easy for him either. Was I wrong to invite him in? He’s having a baby with that woman, but it doesn’t mean they’re together. I’d be a huge fucking hypocrite to not date Luke because he has a kid. But what if he chose me, made it clear he didn’t want to be with Caroline, and then looks into his son’s eyes for the first time and it all goes out the window?
Babies can change people. I know that firsthand. Luke shouldn’t make a decision either way until he sees his kid. Luke and I started with one night, but it soon turned into wanting more. And I never would have dated him if I didn’t things would work out
“Are you hungry?” Luke asks, wiggling closer. His cock is still semi-hard, pressing against my ass-cheeks. His skin is warm, and his touch feels so fucking good. Tears fill my eyes. We had such a good thing going. “I can make you something.”
I roll over, hooking my leg over Luke. Snuggling up with him comes naturally. Luke slides his arm under me and brings me onto his chest. I close my eyes and listen to his heartbeat for a minute.
“We have a lot to talk about,” I say quietly.
“We do. I want to tell you everything, Lexi. I want you to know that leaving had nothing to do with you, and I forgot my phone at home on accident. I should have figured out a way to contact you, but I was so freaked out by everything the days just kinda blurred together. And I didn’t know what I’d say over the phone. I needed to talk to you in person. I’m an idiot, and I’m sorry.” He lets out a breath, and I can hear his heart speed up. “I don’t deal with things well…or at all. I never talked about that day…about the fire. I tried to not even think about it and pretend it never happened. I know how fucked up that is. I know it now. Just give me the chance to explain, and I think it’ll help for you to not be so mad at me. Which you have every right to be, by the way.”
His heart is on his sleeve, and his blue eyes reflect nothing but pain and sorrow. I hold onto him a little tighter. “Okay. Let’s talk.”
“It’s a long story,” he warns. “And I think it’d be best if I started at the beginning.” He inhales and starts to absent-mindedly run his fingers up and down my back. “I don’t think I ever told you the reason I moved to Chicago the first time, did I?”
“No, you didn’t.”
“I got into the pre-med program at the University of Chicago.”
“Oh, wow.” Cole actually mentioned it to me a while ago. Well, not the getting in part. He told me Luke got kicked out.
“Yeah. I was dead set on being a doctor for years. I dropped out after the apartment complex my friend and I lived in caught on fire and killed several people.”
Little connections start taking place, and I feel stronger for Luke than before. God, my heart is a moron. “You became a firefighter because of that, right?”
“Yeah. I wanted to do something that could make a real difference. Right away. Not years after med school and then a residency.”
“And your friend became one too?” I don’t have to ask to know he did, and this is the friend that saved Luke from burning to death.
“Right. And he—”
Luke’s cut off by my phone ringing. It’s late, so my mind immediately jumps to the worst possible place.
“My phone’s downstairs,” I say.
“I’ll get it for you,” Luke offers and hurries out of bed. He’s completely naked, and rushes down the stairs, grabs my phone from the couch, and brings it up. I take it from him and hyperventilate.
It’s Russell.
“Hello?” I say and press the phone against my ear. “Are the girls okay?”
“Yeah, they are,” Russell says, but I can tell by his voice something wrong. “My dad…he had a heart attack.”
“Oh my God. Is he…is he okay?”
“I don’t know. My mom just called. She’s hysterical. I don’t think it’s good, Lex.”
“Go. Get the girls and go. I’ll meet you at the hospital. Are they at the one by your parent’s house?”
“Yeah. Lexi…thank you.”
I hang up and swing my legs over the side of the bed.
“What’s going on?” Luke asks.
“Russell’s dad had a heart attack. He’s not my father-in-law anymore, but I always liked the guy. And he’s the girls’ grandfather, and it doesn’t sound like he’ll make it.” I put my hand to my chest. “Oh my God. What am I going to tell them?”
“Oh, fuck. I’m so sorry, Lexi.”
I’m naked and can’t remember where my clothes are. I spin around in a circle, looking throughout my dark room. I’m panicking. Can’t think straight.
“Hey,” Luke says and takes my shoulders in his hands. “Breathe.”
I inhale, hold it for a second, then slowly let it out. “I need clothes.”
“Do you want the same ones you were wearing?” Luke asks and turns on the bedside lamp. “I found your leggings.”
“Yeah, those are fine.” I reach across the bed and take them from him. The leggings have pictures of French fries on them, but fuck, I don’t care. I start to put them on only to stop and grab underwear from my dresser. Luke came inside me just minutes ago. Foregoing undies and putting on leggings is a really bad idea right now.
Luke hands me my shirt, and I pick my bra up from the ground where I discarded it earlier.
“I’m sorry,” I tell Luke, twisting my hair up into a messy bun. “We were in the middle of something and I—”
“Don’t be sorry.” He cuts me off with a kiss. “Do you want me to come with?”
“Uh,” I start. I do want him to come with. I want to hold his hand and have his support. I want him to be there for the girls, to snuggle Paige who won’t understand a thing, and keep Grace company while I talk to the doctors. “No. The girls will be there and…and you’re probably tired and don’t want to sit in a hospital waiting room all night.”
Luke’s eyes dim. “I understand,” he says softly, and I know he gets that I’m keeping him away from the girls for their own protection. Sitting with Luke during something that traumatic is a strong bonding experience. And I won’t allow that when there’s a good chance he’ll leave in a few months. I can’t protect my girls against everything, but I’ll do my damnedest to keep them as safe as I can.
“I’ll call you.” I flick off the light and go downstairs. “I’ll call and let you know what’s going on. If he doesn’t make it…I might not come home right away.”
“Don’t worry about me, Lexi. As long as you’ll see me again, I can wait. You’re worth the wait.”
I turn around, looking at this gorgeous man. He got redressed as I did, and the messy I-just-had-sex hair looks so fucking good on him. I want him so much it hurts. I want to believe that the passionate sex we just had fixed everything like it does in love stories. But it didn’t change the past, it didn’t make our problems disappear for more than the time we were joined together.
Tears escape my eyes. Tonight is getting to be too much.
“Luke,” I start, voice trembling.
“It’s okay. Go. I’ll be okay.”
How the hell is he so strong? I check the lock on the front door and go into the kitchen to get my purse and keys.
“Where’s Pluto?” Luke asks. “I just realized he wasn’t here either.”
“With the girls. I’ll have my parents pick him up later. He likes their dog and probably has more fun over there than he does here.”
“Nah, he loves you guys.”
I shove my keys into my pocket and turn to look at Luke. He makes me feel better without even trying. “Thank you…for everything.”
“You don’t have to thank me, Lexi.”
All the emotion from the night catches up to me, and I get a sudden pain in the center of my chest. My hand flies to it and I pitch forward. Luke rushes forward and takes me in his arms.
“Are you all right?”
I shake my head, unable to speak. “I don’t want to lose you,” I confess.
“You won’t.”
“You say that now, but everything can change.”
“The only thing that will change is me falling more in love with you.”
I close my eyes and rest my head on Luke’s chest. He runs his hand over my hair and kisses me gently. “You should get to the hospital. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you?”
“That’s a lot to ask of you, and I don’t want to make you go out of your way.”
“You’re my girlfriend. I want to go out of my way for you. You are still my girlfriend, right?”
I look down. “I…I don’t know.” I move my gaze up to Luke’s face, and he looks just as hurt as he did when Cole grabbed me and kissed me. Fuck, this whole thing is a huge mess and the universe is throwing whatever shit it can get its hands on to make life hell.
Is that a sign we’re not meant to be?
I shake my head and step away. Luke lunges forward and grabs me by the waist. He puts his mouth to mine and dips me back, kissing me like I’ve never been kissed before. The sensation of his lips against mine sends a jolt through me, tingling down my spine and awakening every nerve. My arms go around him, and my knees feel weak.
“Whoa,” I whisper when he straights up. “What was that for?”
“If you kiss anyone else, it’ll never compare to that. You’ll always be thinking of me. I want you in my life, Lexi. I meant it when I said I love you. I won’t let you walk away from me.”
“You say that like you think I want to.”
“If you didn’t want to you wouldn’t.”
“It’s complicated, Luke.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
I close my eyes. Luke’s arms are still around me. I study the tattoos on his forearms, the colorful ink stretched over muscle. “I need to go.”
“Right.”
We walk to the garage door together. I reach for the doorknob and stop, turning around. “I’m not going to call you.”
“What?”
“I’m not going to call you,” I repeat. “I don’t want to lie to you, Luke. I really, really like you, but I’m not going to call.”
“That doesn’t make sense, Lexi.”
I close my eyes, heart hammering in my chest. “I know about the baby.”
“What baby?” he shoots out.
“I know about Caroline.” I open my eyes. Luke’s skin has paled, abhorrence clear on his face.
“How do you…?”
“I went to Chicago to find you. You left your phone at home and I didn’t know what happened. I made Cole give me your info and went to Chicago to see if you were there. I was so worried, Luke.”
“You went all the way to Chicago. For me?”
“Yes, for you. And I was on my way to your apartment when she came out. I get it, Luke. I’m not mad at you for going back. And that’s why I can’t do this. I can’t invest any more of myself into this when you might leave when your baby is born.”
He looks at me, brow furrowed, for a moment. “She’s not pregnant with my baby,” he says slowly.
“What?”
“Caroline is not pregnant with my baby,” he repeats.
That changes everything. “Are you sure?”
“I’m positive. I promise you I’ve never even thought about sleeping with Caroline. She’s my best friend’s wife.”
“Oh. Wow. But you left and didn’t come back. Why did you—never mind. I need to go.”
“Right. You do. Will you call me now?”
“Yes,” I tell him. “I will. We still have a lot to talk about.”
“We do.” He opens the door for me and we stop next to my car. “I’ll make this better for us,” he promises. “I love you.” He kisses me then turns to walk away.
“Wait,” I say, reaching for him. “I love you, too.”
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LUKE
I get in my car, watching Lexi drive away. I keep my eyes on her tail lights until they disappear from view.
She told me she loves me.
I should be happy. Elated. On top of the fucking world.
But I’m not.
She said it like she’s sorry. She said it like she wishes she didn’t. She said it like it’s something she shouldn’t feel.
And maybe she shouldn’t. I don’t know if I’ll ever feel worthy of her love, but I’ll be damned before I think anyone could love her more. I start my car and buckle the seatbelt. I don’t like admitting that anyone could treat her better. Lexi is a fucking queen and deserves to be treated as such.
I shouldn’t have left. Shouldn’t have lost my shit and holed up in my Chicago apartment. I can’t change the past, and I don’t want to be thinking about this right now. Which is what got me into this mess in the first place. I know I need to deal, to let myself think about the bad shit, acknowledge it’s bad and let myself feel the pain. But I don’t want to, so much so I’m not sure I’m capable of doing it. Though for her, I’ll do fucking anything.
I let out a breath and start down the road. Lexi is unlike anyone I’ve ever met, and I know I’ll never meet anyone like her again. Maybe it’s wrong, but she’s what I want. I want to make New York my new home—for good—and keep seeing Lexi. I’ve never been a long-term kind of guy, but when I think of Lexi, I can’t think of anything less than forever.
Can I live with myself if I pack up and leave Chicago? And more importantly, can Lexi?
“Fuck,” I mutter and turn on the radio, flipping through stations, hoping to find something that suits my mood. Problem is, I don’t know what kind of mood I’m in.
I’m worried about Lexi. It’s late and she’s freaked out and upset. I don’t know where her ex lives, but I know it’s about half an hour away from her house. I feel bad for Grace and Paige. They’re so young and innocent and it’s not fucking fair they have to go through something like that.
I grind my teeth together, turn up the music, and focus on traffic as I make my way back to Manhattan. I park down the road and slowly walk to the house. It’s the middle of the night, and the house is dark.
The alarm sounds as soon as I open the door, and I quickly punch in the code to silence it. I take off my shoes and make my way to the kitchen. Cole comes down the stairs a few seconds later.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he demands. “You set off the alarm.”
I shrug and open the fridge. “It went off for two seconds. Get over it.”
“Luke,” he says sternly. “What are you doing?”
I look up. Is that concern I see in Big Brother’s eyes? No way. It can’t be. “Getting something to eat. Isn’t it obvious?”
“You know what I fucking mean. You left.”
“I had something to handle,” I say. Though I didn’t handle a fucking thing. I did the exact opposite and now things are more complicated than ever. “You done harassing me?”
Cole pushes his shoulders back. “You hurt Alexis.”
I look up at him, wanting to punch that smug look right off his face. “So did you. But you don’t even see that, do you? Fuck you, Cole.”
“You don’t deserve her.”
“No,” I agree. “I don’t.” I push past Cole and go up into my room. The first thing I do is grab my phone to charge it. There’s a folded piece of paper on the bed next to it, and I don’t have to open it to know it’s from Lexi. I unbutton my jeans and sink onto the bed to read Lexi’s note.
Dear Luke’s Dick-
Thanks for the fun last night. Hopefully I’ll see you again soon. Feel free to come over to my place tonight. Then I can come too ;-) Okay…so I suck at dirty talk. Or is this dirty writing? I hope you’re okay. I waited here as long as I could and I’m worried about you. Please call me as soon as you get home. Miss you already.
-L
I smile at her words, reading them twice, and feel sadness come over me. So much shit has happened in the last half a year. I lost my dog, my best friend, and possibly the love of my life. I strip down to my boxers and lay in bed. The last time I was under these covers, Lexi was naked and next to me.
We’d just made up after the Cole-incident. Thinking about it makes me so fucking pissed. He kissed Lexi. His lips touched hers. His arms went around her body, and he brought her in. He violated her.
I want to beat the shit out of him. Again. I hear him go up the stairs and into his room, shutting the door. If he’s smart, he’ll lock it. I let out a breath and grab my pillow, trying to get comfortable.
Am I imaging the faint smell of lavender clinging to the sheets? I inhale deep, thinking of Lexi. I fucking miss her, and I hate that she’s going through something emotional and I’m not there to support her and the girls.
There’s no one to blame but myself.

My phone rings at four-thirty in the morning. I spring up, reaching over to grab it from the floor where it’s plugged in charging.
It’s Lexi.
“Hey, babe,” I say. “How are things?”
“He had a massive heart attack and is in surgery right now. The doctor said the heart attack deprived his brain of oxygen and he could have brain damage. They don’t know the extent and can’t tell until after surgery.”
Lexi’s words hit close to home. I shake my own darkness away to focus on hers. “Fuck. I’m so sorry, Lexi. Do you want me to meet you at the hospital?”
She sighs. “No. It’s late. Well, I guess early. I’ll be leaving soon. Maybe? I know open-heart surgery takes a while, right? He’s been in for an hour already. My parents have the girls and Pluto, at least.”
“Are they okay?”
“They don’t really understand, and I don’t really know what to say. I can’t promise their grandpa is going to be okay. And seeing everyone else all freaked and upset is upsetting them of course. My parents got here pretty fast, thank goodness.”
I swallow the lump in my throat. If I hadn’t left, things would be okay between Lexi and me. I could have helped with the girls, gone with Lexi to her ex’s and taken them home. They wouldn’t have had to go to the hospital then.
“I feel like I’m lying to them, and I hate it. I’m not part of that family anymore, but it’s their grandpa.” She sighs. “It’s complicated. Very complicated.”
My heart hurts for the girls, and hurts even more for Lexi. I know it’s hard on her to see her children anything less than happy. Which, I realize now, is just one of the things that made me fall for her so fast. She’s completely selfless when it comes to those girls, and seeing her unconditional love for them reminds me that there is good in this fucked up world.
“Do you need anything?”
“Thanks, but I’m good.” She sounds tired, and I know she hasn’t gotten any sleep since she left home. “I’m not sure if I should stay or not,” she admits. “I always liked Russ’s dad, but being here feels a little weird. Is that horrible of me to say?”
“No, not at all.” Her honesty is another thing I love about her. “It’s a messy situation.” Lexi said it all: she’s not part of that family anymore. But her kids are. I’m sure there is more than the fair share of discord between her ex in-laws and her. Yet she’s stepping up and helping, because that’s the kind of person she is. “Let me know how I can help.”
“You’ve done enough already,” she says and I know the line is automatic. I’ve done jack shit. I just returned from an unexplained absence. She’s being cordial, and the impersonal formalities hurt.
But it’s not about me right now.
“Oh, a doctor is coming out to talk to us,” she says. “I’ll call you again when I can. I…I don’t know when that will be.”
“I can be there,” I blurt. “If you need anything, I can be there.”
“I know. I know you will. Bye, Luke.” The line goes dead before I can say goodbye.
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ALEXIS
“If you need anything, let me know. And try to get some sleep,” I tell Russell. It’s late Sunday morning, and we’re leaving the hospital. His brother got here not that long ago, and is sitting with his mother. His dad pulled through surgery and is resting comfortably under heavy sedation in the cardiac ICU. The doctors urged the family to go home and rest. It will be a while before Russ’s dad wakes up anyway.
I’m walking out to the parking lot along with Russell. I’m exhausted, and still have to get the girls later. I declined my parent’s offer for them to drop them off, feeling bad for getting them up and out of bed in the middle of the night, but now I think I’ll see if I can still take them up on it. I want to go home and shower, then sleep for a week.
“I will. Thanks, Lex. Thanks for being here.”
Russell reaches for me, catching my wrist. He slides his hand down and slips his fingers through mine. I look down, unable to recall the last time Russ held my hand. He always said it was annoying, and that holding my hand while we walked slowed him down. He was a chronic fast-walker and was always feet ahead of me no matter where we were.
“Don’t thank me,” I say. “But really, you should get some rest too. Sleep while you can.”
Russ nods and squeezes my hand. “Reminds me of the days when we had newborns. Everyone saying to sleep while you can.”
I just nod, feeling uncomfortable. My heart hurts for Russ almost losing his dad—and the very real possibility that he still can. Any decent human being would want to offer comfort and sorrow, but I don’t want to sit here and reminisce about the good ol’ days with my ex-husband. I take my hand from his and cross my arms. I just want out of here. Russ’s dad isn’t my father-in-law anymore, but I do care about the man. And seeing his mother beside herself hit hard.
That’s what life is about, right? Finding someone who loves you more than life itself. Who’d give up anything for one more day together.
I can’t help but think of Luke, and how much it hurts to think about not having him in my life. I still don’t know what happened to make him leave. There’s a whole other side to him that I don’t know, and I hate feeling like he’s a stranger to me. I feel like my life has been put on pause and I’m holding my breath, waiting for the ball to drop.
“Sleep is a good idea,” I repeat, not knowing what else to say.
“Bianca should be here soon,” Russell says.
“Oh, well, okay then.” I haven’t seen my former sister-in-law since the Christmas before the divorce. Paige was only a month old and Russell avoided me as much as he could. It was the last Christmas we spent as a family—the only one Paige spent as a family—and one of the many turning points for me. If Russell couldn’t even help his wife who’d just given birth and was dealing with lots of pain from tearing and an infection from a retained placenta, then things would never get better. Yet I stayed a while longer, hoping he’d snap out of it.
“Bianca will want to see you.”
I raise an eyebrow but hold my tongue. Bianca was never my biggest fan. She got mad at me for getting pregnant so soon after our wedding. I was two days away from my due date when I waddled down the aisle as a bridesmaid in her wedding, and she was jealous that I got unwelcome attention from the attendees. She never got over it.
“I guess. It’s been a while.”
“She’s pretty fucking upset.”
“This is upsetting.” I dig my keys from my purse and look for my car. I’m two rows away and we’re stopped. I take a slow step back. I’ve worked hard to become indifferent toward Russ. I don’t want to harbor hatred in my heart, and I don’t want to live my life constantly pissed off that he never apologized for being an asshole. I spent too much time already being mad at him, hating him, angry at him for causing me pain. We’re divorced, only having to see each other when it involves the girls, and he still tries to make my life hell.
So why am I feeling bad for him?
“Your dad is a tough guy. All those years in the Navy taught him well. If anyone can pull through, it’s him.”
Russell’s face tightens, and he steps forward and hugs me. I instantly tense. “Thanks, Lexi. It’s good having you here.”
I pull back out of his embrace. “I’m good to have around.” Fuck, I’m awkward. That was a ridiculous thing to say. “Call me later with an update, and if you want the girls to come, I can bring them.”
Russell runs his eyes over me before looking up with a small smile. “Wanna know something?”
“Sure.
“My dad always said you were too good for me.”
“Well, I was.”
“You don’t have to be here now, yet you are. I feel like I should apologize for everything,” Russell admits.
“Don’t. I forgave you a long time go.” For my own sake, I had to. Accepting the apology I was never given wasn’t easy, but I had to in order to move on. The first time Luke and I talked, he asked me what the hardest thing I ever did was. At the time, it was forgiving my asshole ex. But now…now I think walking away from Luke will top that.
I grab my keys and hurry to my car. I sink into the driver’s seat and get hit with emotion. I’m exhausted, and that doesn’t help. I’m an emotional mess when I’m tired, crying from stupid TV commercials. With everything going on right now, I want to crawl under soft blankets and not come out until summer.
I wipe my eyes and start the drive home. The house feels too empty when I step inside. The air feels colder too. Or maybe it’s just me.
I take off my shoes, drop my purse on the floor, and immediately go upstairs. The bed is a mess of tangled sheets, thrown back when my phone rang. My chest tightens, and I sink down on the bed, smelling Luke’s cologne on the pillow. God, I miss him. Why did he have to leave like that? As much as I want him, I can’t be with someone who just up and leaves when the going gets tough.
According to Cole, Luke’s done it before, and he made it seem like he’d do it again. And with the girls…things will get rough. Things will suck sometimes. We’ll fight. Get bored with going through the motions of raising kids and keeping a house. Disagree on important decisions. Get fed up and frustrated with the kids’ behavior and take it out on each other.
That’s what happens in real relationships. It’s not hot sex and making googly eyes at each other. It’s burning dinner. It’s leaving a wet towel on the bathroom floor. It’s a struggle and it’s hard and some days make you want to pull your hair out. And yet, it’s beautiful. Because despite it all, you love each other. You might not love the other person’s flaws, but you accept them, love them anyway.
I thought I had that with Luke.
I strip out of my clothes and get in the shower. I’m cold, and no matter how hot I make the water, I can’t seem to warm up. Luke left, but he came back. Doesn’t that count for something? I want it to, but my gut is telling me otherwise. He burned me once. I don’t think I can survive getting burned twice.

“If I go to sleep, will I be like Grandpa and not wake up?” Paige looks at me, her green eyes wide with fear.
“No, baby.” I get off the couch and wrap my arms around her. It’s Sunday night, and the girls and I just got home from the hospital. Russell wanted to see the girls, and thought that having them tell their grandpa hello and that they loved him would help his dad pull through.
But seeing their grandpa hooked up to machines and unconscious freaked them both out. Russell told them that “Grandpa was taking a long nap”, and now Paige is scared to go to bed. I don’t know what’s the right thing to do in these situations. Paige is too little to understand.
“You won’t. You’ll wake up and I’ll be here with you. And we’ll have breakfast and I’ll give you lots and lots of hugs and kisses.”
“But Grandpa didn’t wake up.”
“No, sweetheart. Grandpa is very sick and needs lots of rest. He’ll wake up soon.” Fuck, I shouldn’t have said that. What if he doesn’t wake up? I can’t lie about something this deep.
She nods, and her eyes fill with tears. “Why is he sick?”
“His heart had trouble working.”
“Does mine work?”
“It works perfectly and you’re perfectly healthy, sweet pea,” I say and get hit with emotion. The thought of losing one of my babies is more painful than anything. I wrap Paige in my arms and she rests her cheek against my chest, finding comfort in the warmth of my skin. How can I promise her nothing bad will ever happen?
I can’t be sure.
And I hate that. I want to be sure she and Grace will live a long, happy healthy life. I kiss her forehead, forcing away thoughts of accidents and everything that could take her away from me.
“How about you sleep in my bed with me tonight?” I offer. “I’ll make sure your heart keeps working.”
Paige smiles. “Can my guys come?”
“Of course! What guys are you bringing tonight?”
“Kerby, Blimp, and Sky,” she exclaims. This kid only has one volume, and it’s loud. She gives me one more hug then runs to the other side of the living room to get her plush toys.
“Can I come too?” Grace asks quietly, looking up from my Kindle. I let her have extra time to play games today. The mindless distraction helps. She knows that Grandpa Winters is very sick and might not be the same after this. And she’s sad. “And bring Zebra and Big Mouse?”
“We’ll have a stuffed animal party.” I smile at my girls. “How about we shower and get ready for bed, then we can tuck everyone in and watch a movie.” They like that idea, though it turns into a mini meltdown when I tell Paige we’re not eating popcorn as we watch the movie. It’s getting late and they both want to go to school tomorrow. I was prepared to let them stay home and catch up on rest, but Grace wants to see her friends and Paige doesn’t want to miss “L” day tomorrow. Someone is bringing in a llama and Paige has to see it.
I kinda want to see it too.
I’m used to the city life, and I’m thankful our little house here in Brooklyn has an even littler yard. But there’s a small part of me that likes to imagine having land and animals. Lots of animals. There’s a handful of neat old farmhouses not too far from here. I love the charm of old houses, but secretly worry they’re haunted. I don’t do ghosts. I’d be one of those people who just packs up and leaves in the middle of the night.
Though it doesn’t have to be a legitimate concern. I can get more house for my buck outside of the city, but I can’t come close to affording multiple acres of land on my salary. Plus, it would make my commute even longer, and taking Grace away from her friends would make me feel guilty. Still, it’s fun to envision us in a big house with a decent sized yard.
I scoop up Paige and go upstairs to fill up the bathtub. Once the girls are bathed and in PJs, we get into bed and start the movie. Grace is the first to fall asleep, followed quickly by Paige. Pluto is stretched out at the foot of the bed, snoring, and making it impossible to extend my legs. I have one arm around each kid. I’m super uncomfortable. Physically, that is.
But this—being snugged up with my little family—is exactly what I need right now. I start to doze off and dream about Luke. We’re happily married in the dream, and I’m pregnant. I don’t have a big belly in the dream, yet I’m going into labor. I call Luke and get his voicemail. I keep calling over and over, and he never answers. Then the dream shifts and I’m outside in the dark, walking in a dream-version of the alley behind his house. I have my phone in my hand, trying to call him, but I keep pressing the wrong buttons as I dial his number. Frustration builds in the dream, enough to make me wake up.
My right arm is tingling from being underneath Grace, and my legs are cramping. I shove my feet under Pluto, who doesn’t move, and slide my arm out from under Grace. My heart is beating fast with indignation.
Stupid dream-Luke.
I sit up and run my hands through my messy hair, pushing it out of my face. It’s only ten-thirty. I hadn’t even slept that long. Carefully, I climb over the girls. Paige has rolled over and is almost falling off the bed. I move her back and stuff a pillow inside the fitted sheet to keep her from rolling off.
I go downstairs and do a bit of cleaning, trying to keep busy. I’m feeling lonely, and I hate it. I have my girls. I have a job I very much enjoy, no matter how crazy-busy it keeps me.
I have everything I need.
And yet…I miss Luke. I never knew what it was like to have someone treat me so well, to take me into consideration, and go out of their way to bring me up. Will I find someone else? I touch my lips, remembering the last time Luke kissed me. He said nothing else will ever compare, and he’s right.
I will never find anyone like him.
And I don’t want to.
Because I don’t want anyone but him.
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LUKE
I flip my phone over and over in my hands, hoping Lexi will call. It’s nearing midnight, so she’s either sleeping or working. I get up and pace around my room, stopping by the window. The city glows with life below, and I stare at the distant high-rises wondering what life is like for the people who occupy them.
I’m not a philosophical person. I don’t look for deeper meaning or any of that shit. Things are what they are. Shit happens. Sometimes good things happen. And it has nothing to do with anything else.
But when I think about all the shit I went through, and the pain Lexi endured…I start to wonder if it all happened for a reason. She wouldn’t have gone out to that particular bar on that particular night if she hadn’t married and divorced that asshole. And I definitely wouldn’t have been there if my life hadn’t fallen apart.
I don’t believe that shit happened just so we’d meet. But because it happened, it led to our meeting. And if that’s not fucking fate, then I don’t know what is.
I go back to my bed and sit down, debating if I should give sleep a try. I slept for a few hours before waking from a nightmare that Lexi was trapped in a burning building and no matter what, I couldn’t get to her.
There’s a constant pain in my chest, and a tightening knot in my stomach that worsens as each fucking minute goes on that I don’t hear from Lexi. I suppose this is my karma for doing the same to her, but it was different.
Wasn’t it?
I get up and go back to pacing, leaving my room and ending up outside. I look up, trying to find stars. The night is clear, but the light pollution masks all the stars. I stare up, feeling so fucking small in this big world. Then I see it, a small flash of light that’s over as fast as it flares through the night.
A shooting star.
There’s only one thing I’m wishing for. I want Lexi back. But standing here wishing on stars isn’t going to make that happen.
But I can.
I don’t think. I just move. And now my keys are in my hand and I’m rushing to my car. Driving out of Manhattan. Breaking the speed limit to get to her. I park two houses down in the first empty space I can find, and get out. Run across the street. Up her driveway. I’m on the sidewalk and almost to her porch when the front door swings open.
Lexi steps out, startled to see me. Her green eyes go wide and her full lips part.
“Luke. What are you doing?” Her brows pinch together and I can see the tears well in her eyes even through the dark.
“I came to see you. I love you, Lexi, and I’m not going to let you walk away. Because I know you love me too.”
She brings her hand to her face and nods. “I do. I do love you.”
And now I’m sprinting the rest of the way, meeting her on the covered porch. Our arms tangle around each other, and I lean forward, putting my lips to hers. The soft warmth sends a jolt through me and I can’t get enough. I push my tongue into her mouth, crushing her breasts against my chest. A tear falls from her eye, and I gently wipe it away. And then I realize that she’s wearing a jacket and has her keys in her hand.
“Were you going somewhere?”
“I was going to see you.”
“It’s the middle of the night.”
“I know.” She drops the keys on the round table on the porch and hooks her arms around my neck. “I made my sister come over to stay with the girls. I just needed to see you so I could tell you I don’t want to do this.”
“This?” My heart stops beating.
“Not being together. I miss you.”
“Then let’s be together.”
Her lashes come together as she blinks, and tears spill down her cheeks. She’s gorgeous when she’s crying, beautifully broken.
“I want to,” she whispers. “I really, really want to.”
I take her hand, putting our palms together before I lace my fingers through hers.
“There’s a lot of stuff I’m unsure of right now, but I know one thing, and it’s that I love you. I love you so fucking much and I don’t want to be without you.”
She inhales and looks right into my eyes. “I don’t want to be without, either, Luke. You make me feel like I’m enough, like I matter…like I’m worth it.”
“You are. You are more than enough…more than I fucking deserve. Don’t give up, Lexi. Let me prove my love for you.”
She’s softly crying, trying hard to keep it together. “Okay,” she squeaks out. I cradle her to my chest, gently running my fingers through her hair. The tightness in my chest loosens, and it feels like all the stars have aligned.
It’s far from it. They’re scattered about in a hot fucking mess, but being here with Lexi, knowing she’s giving me a chance, makes sense through the chaos. We stand like that, wrapped in each other’s arms, for a long moment. I never want to let her go.
“Why did you leave?” She tips her head up, meeting my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on? I could have gone with you.”
“I don’t really have a good answer. I just panicked, I guess. And I didn’t want to burden you with my…my issues.”
“If you’re going through something, it’s not a burden. I want to help you.” Her hands slide around from my back to the front of my waist. She hooks her fingers through my belt loops and shakes her head. “I said I want this to work, and I do. But in order for that to happen, we have to be on the same page.”
I close my eyes, guilt hitting me hard. “We were before, weren’t we?”
“Not just same page. Same paragraph. Same sentence, even. But leaving like that…well, that’s a totally different book.”
I swallow hard. I have to tell her everything. That’s the only way we can move past this and make things work. “I’ll tell you everything. And I promise I won’t leave you ever again.”
She just nods. I know she wants to believe me, and I don’t blame her for being scared and not thinking it’s the truth. Her hand finds mine and she leads me to the steps. We sit, and she loops her arm through mine.
“My best friend saved my life and lost his.” I close my eyes, purposely going back to that day for the first time. “Because of him, I walked away. And he’ll never…” I blink back the pain and shake my head.
Lexi takes my hand, holding on tight. “I’m sorry, Luke. I’m so sorry.”
“That’s not all, though.” I rub my forehead, an image of José laying in the hospital bed, motionless and thin, flashes before me. “He didn’t die. He’s braindead and is alive with machines. He didn’t want to live like that. He told me he never wanted to be stuck inside his body if it didn’t work, that he’d rather die and move on than be like that for God knows how long. It’s not living.”
Lexi squeezes my hand, looking at me with so much emotion it’s about to break my own damn heart.
“The day of the accident, he told me he’d been arguing with his wife because he wanted to be a DNR, meaning he didn’t even want CPR preformed on him if it came to that. I didn’t agree with it either, but it was his wish, you know?”
Lexi slowly parts her lips and blinks away tears. “That’s why you left Chicago.”
I nod. “I couldn’t see him like that. Machines breathed for him, fed him, medications kept his blood pressure steady…it was unnatural. It was everything he didn’t want.” My vision blurs and I stare straight ahead, not trusting myself not to break down. “And things kept happening as if he was trying to move on. His wounds became infected, he got bedsores that then became infected.” I close my eyes only to open them again. The vision of my best friend laying there, skin loose on his face, color gone from his cheeks, and hair falling out on his pillow…makes my stomach churn.
“Caroline is his wife,” I say slowly. “She knows he wouldn’t want to live like that, but she can’t let go. And I get it…I get holding onto that hope. I get waking up every day thinking this is the day a miracle will happen. But I didn’t think it would. So, I left. Just took what I could and left. I needed a break and a place where people didn’t know, where they didn’t ask me about it or how I was doing or if I’d gone to see José. I assumed I’d go back in time…once I figured shit out. Being here was supposed to be temporary.” I look at Lexi. “But then I met you.”
“I messed up your plans.”
“In the best way possible. I really didn’t think I could be happy again. I didn’t think I could feel normal or be excited about the future again. I mean, I knew I had a lot to figure out, like work and where to live because there is no way I could stay with Cole much longer without killing him. Looking for a new apartment is easier than finding a good place to hide a body.” I shake my head and let out a breath. “I thought I moved on and was ready to start again. And then Caroline texted me and said José was awake.”
Lexi leans on me, and I take solace in her body pressed against mine. She holds onto me, grounding me, giving me all I need to keep going, to finally get this out there.
“I was overcome with guilt,” I confess. “I basically left him for dead. So, I just left—again—and thought I’d come back. But then Caroline told me she was pregnant and found out not long after I left, and asked me to be the godfather of their baby like we always planned. She wants me to be part of their son’s life since his dad…since his dad won’t be. And I didn’t know what to do. Fuck, I still don’t. José’s son is going to grow up without him and it’s my fault. I don’t want to go back to Chicago, but I feel like I should. Then I think about it more and it’s weird and I know she’s desperate. I don’t know what’s right or wrong here.”
I sigh, and feel a weight leave my shoulders. Nothing has been solved, yet saying it out loud makes me feel better.
“Wow,” Lexi whispers. “That’s….that’s heavy. Really heavy shit.” She twists so her torso is angled at mine. “I don’t know what to do either. I think that’s a lot to ask a godparent and would be weird to have a man who’s not romantically involved with the mom just move in and raise the kid, but maybe that’s just me. So…yeah…no clue on the right thing to do either. But we can figure it out. Together.”
“It’s a lot of baggage. Are you sure you want to be part of it?”
“Yes. I have my own baggage. And whatever you’re going through…let me help you. We’re not meant to go through life alone.”
“I fucking love you.” I kiss Lexi, and the missing piece clicks into place. I pull her onto my lap and stand up, carrying her up the porch steps. We’re kissing like mad, and I press her against the door. I move my lips to her neck and Lexi softly moans. Her legs are fastened tightly around my waist. I reach for the doorknob and realize it’s locked.
“Keys,” Lexi mumbles. I regretfully set her down and she wobbles the moment her feet hit the porch. I swallow hard, heart hammering, and watch Lexi sort through the many keys hanging from her keychain. It takes forever for her to get the right one, and then put it in the lock. I grab her as soon as we get inside, closing the door behind us.
“Lexi?” someone calls from inside the house. Pluto comes running over, tail wagging. I blink. I forgot we weren’t alone. Lexi has that effect on me.
“Yeah,” Lexi replies, voice thin. She takes a breath and calls to her sister again. “Yeah, it’s me.”
“You seriously chickened out? I came all this away for—” Kara cuts off when she sees me. “Oh. That was fast. I don’t think I fell asleep.” Her eyes go to Lexi’s hand in mine and she smiles. “Well, then. Definitely not for nothing. But seriously. How did you get back so fast?”
“Luke came to see me the same time I left to see him,” Lexi explains.
Kara’s smile broadens. “I told you that you guys belong together.”
I move my gaze to Lexi. “I think so too.” She grips my hand tighter and bites her lip, looking so fucking sexy.
“So, are you guys all right?” Kara asks.
I let Lexi answer because I’m still not sure what her answer will be. She smiles and looks up at me. “We will be.”
“I knew you’d kiss and makeup,” Kara says. “And you probably want to keep kissing, right?” She laughs and wiggles her eyebrows.
“I do,” I say honestly, earning a smile and a headshake from Lexi.
“Thanks, Kara,” Lexi tells her sister. “Thank you so much for coming over. I owe you.”
“You do, but I think I’ll let you off the hook with this one. I’m just glad to see you follow my advice for once.”
“Turns out you’re not so bad at giving it. I’ll call you tomorrow. Thanks again.”
Kara’s still standing there, smiling at us. “Okay. We can plan another double date.”
“Sounds good,” Lexi says. “It’s late. I’m sure you’re tired.”
“Nah.” Kara waves her hand in the air. “I don’t stay up very often so one or two nights of little sleep doesn’t affect me.”
I try not to laugh. Lexi is trying to nicely kick her sister out so we can go upstairs and have sex. I twist Lexi’s hand in mine and slide my fingers over her wrist.
“Kara,” Lexi starts,” I love you and I’m so grateful you came over. Now leave.”
Kara’s eyebrows go up, and then she smiles. “Ohh, right. You two aren’t done making up.”
“Exactly.”
“Consider me gone.” We all go into the living room. Kara grabs her purse, gives Lexi a hug, and hurries out the door. Lexi locks it behind her and watches to make sure her sister gets into her car safely before she turns to me, and it’s like we were never apart.

I’m up and dressed by the time Lexi’s alarm goes off. She blindly grabs for her phone to turn it off, then rolls over and reaches for me.
“What are you doing?” she asks, voice thick with sleep.
“Sitting here,” I say with a chuckle.
“But you have clothes on. I don’t like it.”
“I didn’t know how you wanted to handle this situation.”
She groans and stretches her legs out. Lexi is still beautifully naked, and I long to have her pressed up against me already.
“Right. I forgot about getting ready for work. And school. Ugh, I don’t want to go.”
“Call off?”
“I’m behind. Again. Seriously, I don’t know what it feels like to not be under a pile of edits. And emails. And phone calls and meetings.”
“I never knew editors did so much,” I say and give in. I lay down next to Lexi and run my hands along her smooth skin. She’s all warm from being tucked under blankets, and she feels so damn good. Blood rushes to my dick. Fuck, I want her.
“Not many people do. And we don’t get much credit. Though, Quinn told me that indie editors sometimes get mentioned in the front of the book. That’s huge for me. And puts on a lot of pressure. Shit. I didn’t really think of that.”
“I’m sure you do a great job.”
She sleepily nods. “I’m a grammar Nazi. Though I think my strength is more in content editing. And only working with authors I like.”
I laugh. “You’ll do a good job with whatever book you write. Did you talk to Quinn more about the editing stuff?”
“I’m surprised you remember.”
“You said that when I remembered your drink,” I say and kiss her forehead. “You have no idea how incredible you are, do you?”
Lexi tips her head up and looks into my eyes. “I love you.”
I pull her close. “I love you too.” My hands are on her ass. Her naked, hot ass. “Do you have time for a quickie?”
Lexi considers it. “I really don’t, because I didn’t make the girls’ lunches last night and still have to shower.”
“I’ll make their lunches,” I offer. “Just tell me what to make.”
Lexi beams and unbuttons my jeans. “I told you I didn’t like that you had clothes on.” She plunges her hand inside my pants, grabs my cock, and she brings one leg up, hooking it over mine. I kiss her, red-hot want building fast inside.
I flip her over and slid my hand between her legs, swiping my fingers over her clit. Lexi inhales sharply and widens her legs. She runs her hand over her stomach and down between her legs. Her fingers move in rhythm with mine and watching her touch herself is so fucking hot.
She looks me right in the eye, then down at herself. Fuck. She knows how hot this is making me…and how hot it’s making her. I push two fingers inside of her, and Lexi covers her mouth with her hand, moaning. I keep working my fingers and just minutes later, she’s writhing against me as she comes.
She reaches for me, grabbing my biceps and pulling me onto her. I move between her legs as she takes my pants off. She wraps her fingers around my cock and guides it to her wetness. I enter her, bending my neck down to kiss her at the same time.
Physically, this is fucking amazing. But it’s more than that, and I never knew how incredible it is to have someone with me like this.
I fucking love this woman.
Lexi rakes her nails down my back and onto my ass, squeezing my ass-cheeks and bucking her hips up against mine. I’m close to coming, yet I don’t want this to end. And judging by the way Lexi is getting all worked up, I don’t think she does either.
And then someone knocks on the door.
“Mommy?”
“Fuck,” Lexi huffs. I freeze, dick buried deep inside Lexi. The door is locked. I think. I fucking hope so. “Yeah, honey?” she calls. “I’m getting in the shower right now.”
“I can’t find Pluto,” Grace calls.
“He’s in here. I’ll let him out when I’m done showering. Go back to bed, sweetie. It’s too early for you to be up.”
“I’m not tired.”
“Pick out your outfit for today.”
“Okay.”
Lexi waits a minute, then moves her hands up and onto my shoulders, smiling. “Now things really feel official.”
I chuckle and nod. “They do.” Assuming we’re done, I start to pull out, but Lexi stops me.
“We’re not finished.”
“Isn’t she going to come back?”
“It takes her at least ten minutes to pick out something to wear. Were you close to coming?”
“I was.”
“Sorry,” she says.
“The door is locked, right?”
Lexi wraps her legs around me. “Yes. Did that kill the mood for you?”
“No. I still want to fuck you senseless but I don’t want to traumatize your children.”
Lexi laughs. “They can’t come in. The door is closed and locked.”
I thrust inside her. “As long as you’re sure.”
“I am,” she moans and lifts her head off the pillow to kiss me. Then she pushes me off her and back onto the mattress, climbing on top. I love when she gets dominant like this.
She leans forward, breasts in my face. I hold onto her slender waist, losing myself in her. The bed creaks as she fucks me hard, but that doesn’t stop her. Lexi comes, and feeling her pussy tighten around my dick pushes me over the edge. I grind her against me, filling her.
She falls onto my chest. “I could get used to this.”
“Good. Because you will.”
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ALEXIS
“You’re in a good mood this morning,” Jillian says as we fill up our coffee mugs.
“I had sex before I left for work.” I don’t even try to keep the smile off my face.
“Ahh! Good for you. And that explains why your socks don’t match. And your lack of hairstyling.”
I look down. “You can see my socks? I have pants on.”
“Honey, everyone can see that you have one Halloween sock and one rainbow sock. They’re not even the same height. How does that not drive you crazy?”
“They’re the same thickness, so it feels fine. And damn. I thought it was well concealed beneath these pants. And I didn’t even try on the hair.”
“I can tell.”
“I showered at least.”
“Props for that. How was the sex?”
“Grace interrupted us, but it was still very enjoyable.”
“She walked in on you guys?”
I add creamer to my coffee. “No, just called to me through the closed door. The girls didn’t know Luke spent the night. He came over late.”
Jillian elbows me. “You totally had a booty call! I’m so proud of you!”
“Yeah. Booty call.” I look down, watching my coffee turn from black to brown from the amount of creamer I added. I didn’t tell anyone about the fallout Luke and I had. Only Cole knew that Luke left and that I was hurting. And it stayed that way until I called my sister crying last night.
“How does that work? Having sex when you have kids, I mean.”
I shrug, snap the lid on my coffee, and grab a paper bowl. People complained about the amount of carbs being served, so we now have fresh fruit as well as donuts and bagels. I have nothing against carbs and don’t care that they go straight to my ass. You only live once and all, right? Life is too short to not eat good food.
“Both my kids are good sleepers, so that helps.” I spoon freshly cut watermelon into my bowl. “And just keep the door closed and locked.”
“Luke doesn’t mind?”
“He hasn’t complained yet.”
Jillian sips her coffee and smiles. “I’m happy for you, Lex. Luke is such a good guy. I’m glad you guys are doing so well.”
I smile, feeling guilty for not sharing the truth with Jillian. She’s been my best friend for years and I tell her everything. Part of me didn’t want to tarnish anyone’s opinion of Luke, and part of me didn’t want to upset her.
And now I suddenly understand Luke’s thought process a little more. He didn’t want to tell me about his past and upset me.
“He made us all breakfast. And packed lunches for the girls.”
“Remember for your wedding vows that I was the one who pretty much set you two up.”
I laugh. “Slow down there. Marriage is a ways off.”
“Oh, you’ll beat me to it.” Jillian smiles but I know Aaron’s lack of commitment hurts. “Grace probably will too. And Paige will at least be engaged before I tie the knot.”
“Have you told Aaron how much you want to get married?”
She sighs and grabs an apple. “I have, and he says he doesn’t need a ring and a piece of paper to prove his love for me. It’s a fucking cop-out. Marriage isn’t about the legalities of it, though it would be nice to get on his insurance. His plan is so much better than ours.” She shakes her head, tossing her strawberry blonde curls over her shoulder. “I just can’t make him understand, and I really think he says all that shit about not wanting to give into society’s definition of marriage so he can get out easily.”
“He loves you.”
“Does he? I wonder. I wonder a lot.” We slowly make our way to the conference room. “Can I ask you something personal?”
I raise an eyebrow. “I’ve checked your boobs for lumps more than once. We’re way past personal.”
“I know.” She looks down. “How did you know it was over with Russ?”
“Oh. I, uh, I think I always knew. We weren’t right together at all. We had good moments, enough to get married, but deep down, I always knew. I just kept hoping things would get better. They never did.” I slow my already turtle-speed walk. “Are you thinking of breaking up with Aaron?”
She slowly shakes her head. “I don’t know. I’m frustrated with him.”
“It’s hard, and it’s scary. Russell was a complete ass to me and made me cry almost daily for months before I finally got the nerve to leave. The longer you’re with someone, the harder it is. Any sort of change, even change for the better, is difficult.”
“It is.”
Cole walks from his office and enters the conference room, and I’m reminded of our conversation. “Do you think we have unrealistic expectations when it comes to relationships because we read romance novels for a living?”
“Maybe unrealistic expectations of penis size, but I don’t think so. I know what’s real and what’s not. Which is why I love me a good possessive alpha who will throw me down, tie me up, and kill to prove I’m theirs.”
I laugh and we go into the conference room, waiting for the meeting to start. My phone rings before I’m halfway through my coffee. It’s Russell, and I hurry to get up and leave the room to answer. I texted him this morning asking about his dad.
“Hey Lex,” he says when I answer.
“Hey. How’s your dad?”
“He’s doing pretty well, actually. The nurse had him up and walking.”
“That’s great!”
“Yeah,” Russell says. “Thanks again for being there. It means a lot to me, and my mom wants to make sure you know how much she appreciates it too.”
“Tell her I said you’re welcome. And tell your dad I wish him a speedy recovery.”
“You can tell him. I’m hoping you’ll be able to bring the girls to the hospital this afternoon. It would really brighten my dad’s spirits to see them.”
“They do have that effect. The hospital is a good forty minutes from our house.”
“My dad almost died, Lex. Can’t you fucking do it?”
“I don’t know if you’re capable of not interrupting me when I’m talking. What I was trying to say was the hospital is a forty-minute drive. If you pick them up from school, you can get them there much sooner and they can have more time visiting before they have to go home. I know both your parents will want as much time as possible with them right now.”
Russell hesitates. He knows I’m right and that my suggestion makes the most sense. But he’d rather do the most difficult thing on the planet before admit that I’m capable of making a smart decision. “Fine. But you have to call the schools and let them know I’m picking them up. I’m working and don’t have time to call.”
“I’m working too.”
“Your work is different. Half the time you work you’re on Facebook or going to lunch with your friends.”
“Yep.” I’m not going to argue with Russell. It’s just not worth it. “Bring them home by seven. Grace has homework.” Before he has a chance to bark out something else, I hang up and hurry back to the meeting.
“Boy drama?” Christine asks as I slide into my seat between her and Jillian.
“Oh, he’s very much a boy and not a man.” I shake my head. “There is a good reason he is my ex-husband.”
“I feel for you, lady.”
Cole stands, getting our attention. He catches my eye and smiles. It’s a nice gesture, a little flirty even, and is enough to get Jillian to give me a look. I give her a small shrug in response, just as confused as she is.
Then it hits me. Cole thinks Luke and I are still broken up. He has no idea we got back together.

“I am so sorry.”
Luke stands and takes my bag from me. “How sorry?”
“Ready to get down on my knees and beg for forgiveness.”
“While you’re down there…” He wiggles his eyebrows.
“I can suck your dick too.” I fish my keys from my purse.
Luke smiles, shaking his head. “You can’t tease me like that.”
I hop up the porch steps. “Who says I’m teasing?”
“If I get a blow job every time you get stuck in traffic, I’ll be a happy man.” Luke stands behind me, hands landing on my waist as I unlock the door. We go in, spend a few minutes saying hi to a very excited Pluto, and then walk through the house to let him outside.
“I believe you were about to remove my pants,” Luke says.
“Nah, I changed my mind.”
He picks me up and sets me on the kitchen counter. My heart flutters. He stands between my legs and wraps his arms around me. We kiss, and I’m instantly turned on. It’s crazy how much I want this man. Luke reaches under my shirt and unhooks my bra. His phone rings, and he moves away, annoyed. He pulls it from his pocket to silence it, and freezes.
Caroline is calling him.
“Answer it,” I say softly.
Luke shakes his head. “I don’t want to talk to her.”
“Want me to answer it?”
“No. I want her to leave me alone, but that’s wrong, isn’t it?”
I take the phone from Luke and silence the call. “I don’t know. I really have no idea what’s the right thing to do.” I set the phone down and cup Luke’s face in my hands and kiss him tenderly. “The fact that you want to do the right thing speaks volumes. You’re a good person, Luke. And you don’t find good people too often anymore.”
“José would have liked you,” he says quietly. “He was always pestering me to settle down, and I didn’t think I’d want to until I met you. We would have all gotten along, I think. Caroline used to be fun. She’s not herself anymore, and José would hate seeing her like that.”
“I can’t even imagine what she’s going through. And I don’t know what I’d do if I were her. It’s easy to call her selfish for keeping him alive when he doesn’t want it, but how can you let go? I understand holding onto the smallest thread of hope and waiting for a miracle.”
“He was without oxygen for over ten minutes. You don’t get over that.”
“I know, but it’s hard to let go of the hope and there’s so much unknown about people in comas. Some people consider living on life support to be not really living, and I get that too. And knowing that José wouldn’t want to live like that but is…it’s wrong, I guess.”
“What if he’s trapped in his body and can hear everything? It would be hell to be alone with your thoughts but unable to do anything. He can’t even swallow so he has to breathe through a tracheotomy. Does he know he’s going to have a kid that he’ll never be able to talk to or hold?”
“I don’t know.”
“And if I did go back and helped raise the kid…what would he think, knowing I’m there filling in his role? It’s fucked up.”
I run my fingers up and down Luke’s back. “It is, and I know this is not even close to the same situation, but the final thing that made me get the balls to leave Russell was knowing the girls would grow up seeing this horrible relationship. I’d rather raise them alone than have them think what we had was okay. If you moved back and were there, you wouldn’t be happy, and the kid would pick up on it. Kids are in-tune like that.”
“I never thought of it like that.”
I take Luke’s hand and hop off the counter, leading him to the couch. We sit close together, and I keep my hand fastened with Luke’s. I know this is hard for him.
“It’s my fault,” he says hoarsely. “It’s my fault that kid will grow up without his dad.”
“No. It’s not your fault.”
“But it is,” he says defiantly. “He went in for me. I fell, I was the one trapped. I knew I was going to die. I just knew it.” Luke’s eyes glaze over. “And then he dragged out. Only…only he didn’t get out in time.”
There are no words that can make this okay. I loop my arm through Luke’s and rest my head on his chest. He wraps his arms around me and lets out a deep breath.
“I want to stay here with you,” he confesses.
I turn my head down, hiding my tears. My heart is breaking for Luke. He wants to do the right thing, even if it sacrifices his own happiness. I’ve never admired someone more than I admire him. I wish so badly that I had an answer for him. Then I get a thought.
“If José were alive and well, what would he say about us?” I ask suddenly.
“What do you mean?”
“Say you came here to visit Cole—far-fetched, I know, but go with it—and we met. You fell for me since I’m so charming, and decided you wanted to move here so we can be together. Same story but different circumstances. What would he say about you moving here so we could be together?”
“He’d tell me to do it,” Luke says with no hesitation.
“I’m not saying that’s your answer, but it’s something to think about.”
“Yeah.” He relaxes and hugs me tighter. “I’m so fucking glad I have you.” I feel so strongly for Luke. It’s not easy to open up like that, and I can tell that Luke has never bared his soul like that to anyone before. He trusted me with it. “I hate that you had to get involved with this shit.”
“Don’t. This is life. Life is messy, and I think the trick is finding beauty amongst the chaos. And if you’re really lucky, you’ll find someone to notice it with you.”
Luke kisses me and butterflies flap around in my chest. I’m so comfortable around him yet at the same time he makes me feel so flustered and in love. We have a lot to work through until we get to the point of being totally okay, but I’m not afraid anymore. We will get there.
“Do you want dinner now?” I ask him. “I can cook for you.”
“Sure. What are you making? I don’t mind helping. Or doing it all.” He gives me his famous grin. “You worked all day after all, and I played video games and napped.”
I know he missed a shift at the bar when he was in Chicago, but the owner didn’t seem too upset and wants Luke to come back. The fact that Luke only worked part-time as a bartender gave me reservations about dating him at all. Though now that I know he never intended to stay here, it makes sense. And is pretty fucking responsible of him. He came here to escape his grief and kept his shit together enough to get a job.
“That’s not fair. I argued with an agent for over an hour today.”
“Sounds fun. You never told me about the edits Quinn talked to you about.”
“Oh, right. She’s going to self-publish books and wants me to edit for her. We already met and went over everything. It’s a pretty tight schedule, but I know she can pull it off.”
“You’re going to edit more books on top of what you do for work?”
I nod. “I could use the extra money. I mean, I make ends meet now, but I really want to take the girls to Disney World. They’ve never been and Paige talks about it all the time. Grace wants to go around Halloween and see it all decorated. That kid likes creepy stuff, and I have no idea where she gets it from. Though I don’t think Disney is creepy, right? It’s Disney. It has to be happy.”
“My parents live in Orlando and have said before that October is a good time to go. The parks aren’t as crowded as they are in the summer or spring break season.”
“That’s another reason I want to go. The girls would have so much fun. I hope I can take them someday.”
“I have a feeling you’ll go.” He plants a kiss on my lips. “Now…dinner. What am I making you?”

“Flynn Rider!” Paige says when she comes through the door. It’s a little past seven, and Russell just dropped them off. Paige runs to Luke and throws her arms around his neck. “Will you play princess with me again?”
“Of course,” Luke says.
“Now! Now! Now!”
“Paige,” I say sternly. “No demanding.”
She shoots me a glare and sighs dramatically, making Luke laugh. “Fine. Please play princesses with me?”
“In just a minute,” Luke tells her. I go to the front door, waiting for Russell to come to the door with Grace and the girls’ school bags. She spots Luke as soon as she steps in the house and gets just as excited to see him as Paige. “How’s your dad?” I ask.
“Doing much better.” Russell stops short, eyes narrowing when he sees the girls gushing over Luke.
“That’s great!”
“What is he doing here?” Russell snaps.
“He’s my boyfriend,” I say. I don’t owe him an explanation.
“I thought we talked about this.”
“Oh, right. Did you bring the Permission to Date my Ex-Wife application?”
“It’s not funny, Lexi. He’s here with my daughters.”
“I’m here too. And I trust Luke. He’s a good guy. But then again, I do have terrible taste in men.” I shake my head. I shouldn’t feed into Russ. “If it makes you feel better, come in and meet him.”
“I don’t want to waste my time.”
I sigh. “Then he’s always going to be a stranger to you, and you’ll always throw a fit when he’s here.”
“Being concerned about the girls isn’t throwing a fit, but what would you know about that?”
“Fine. I’m not arguing with you. I can’t win, so why even try?”
“There’s nothing to win. He shouldn’t be here. Not until I’m okay with it.”
I roll my eyes. This is how it was the final months of our marriage. And I really think that Russ believes he’s right. Anyone who disagrees with him is wrong and stupid. Why the hell did I marry this walking-talking asshole?
“Well, he’s here and he’s staying. If you want to go talk to him and play twenty-questions, be my guest. There’s no other solution than that.”
“You’re such an idiot,” Russell huffs.
“Hey,” Luke says, having heard. He glares at Russ, pushing his shoulders back. Then he turns to the girls. “Go get the princess makeover ready and I’ll be right there.” They squeal with delight and race up the stairs. Luke strides over into the foyer and stands at my side.
“You need to man the fuck up,” he says to Russ. “You’re divorced, you don’t like each other. I get it. But those two little girls are watching and see you treat their mother like shit. I hope you care enough about your daughters to not want them to be treated the way you treat Lexi. They grow up seeing this and they think it’s normal.”
“What the fuck do you know?” Russell sneers.
“I know your need to put Lexi down is greater than your need to build your daughters up.”
“Fuck you. And have fun with her. She’s such a great catch.” Russell rolls his eyes. “And remember this the next time you’re fucking her. I fucked her first.”
The door slams behind Russell. I stare at it, not sure how I should react right now.
“Are you okay?” Luke asks softly, hands landing on my shoulders.
I blink and realize my eyes are full of tears. But it wasn’t Russ’s hateful words that are making me cry. “Thank you.” I move into Luke’s open arms and rest my head on his chest.
“Of course. Do you want me to go out there and punch him?”
I laugh. “That would be kind of fun. But no, it’s okay. He’s a fucking twat, but he did teach me that no matter how many times he knocks me down I can get back up again.”
“You know what?” Luke says. “I think I need to take it back. The girls are watching, but they see you. And you’re one hell of a role model.”
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LUKE
“Yeah, Mom, things are still fine.” The scar tissue on my back painfully tingles. I wipe sweat from my forehead and slow my pace. I’m out running, trying to keep busy. I haven’t spoken to my mom in a while, and I knew if I didn’t answer when she called, she’d start worrying.
And then would call Cole to check in on me. Fuck that.
“How is that woman you’re seeing? You are still seeing her, right?”
“Yeah, I am. Her name is Lexi,” I remind her, though I’m not entirely sure I ever said her name.
“Wow,” Mom blurts then tries to backpedal. “I didn’t think you’d take root back in New York. Especially this soon. Are you happy?”
“Yeah. I am.”
“Good. I want you to be happy, Luke. After all you’ve been through…did I ever tell you I’m proud of you?”
“Once or twice, but I won’t stop you from saying it again.”
“I miss you. And your brother. Since you’re both together, Ed and I were thinking of maybe taking a little trip up north.”
“And this has nothing to do with me dating the same woman for over a month, does it?”
“Of course not. But for a woman to hold your attention for that long…well, she has to be something special. I need to make sure she’s good enough for you.”
“She is.” I smile just thinking about Lexi. I stayed the night with her again last night, and got up to make her and the girls breakfast. The morning is a bit chaotic, to say the least. Being able to help Lexi comes naturally. It’s like I was meant to be in her life, doing exactly that.
“And you’re getting along with your brother, right?”
“Depends on your definition of getting along. He’s alive, if that counts.”
“Not funny, Luke,” Mom scolds. “You two used to get along. I don’t know where I went wrong.”
I’m pissed at Cole for making our mom feel guilty. She gave up everything to make our lives better. “It’s not your fault, Mom. Some people are just born evil. You know, in the good old days, they threw those babies off cliffs to appease the Gods.”
“Lucas Michael, that is not funny. I’m serious. You two are adults. Why is it so hard to get along?”
“I try. Okay, maybe I could try harder. Wait, when are you coming here?”
“I have a flight booked for the weekend.”
Fuck me. “This weekend?”
“Yes. It’s short notice, I know. Is the guest room at your grandparents’ place still available?”
“Of course. Does Cole know?”
“I talked to him this morning.”
“I get sloppy seconds?”
“Really, Luke, the sarcasm is not making me laugh.”
I let out a breath and slow to a walk. “It’ll be good to see you.”
“I can’t wait! How old are Lexi’s daughters? Do they like Disney Princesses?”
“Three and six. And yes. They love them.”
“Ohh, such fun ages!” Mom exclaims. “The girls can come over this weekend, right?”
“Yeah, it’s their weekend with their mom.”
“Great! I’ll have fun shopping until I see you all. Love you, Luke. Bye!”
“Bye.” I hang up and shake my head. Lexi suggested having her friends over for dinner, drinks and a few drunken rounds of Cards Against Humanity after her kids went to bed. It was something so normally couple-ish we were looking forward to it. Yeah, things are far from perfect between us and I have a lot to figure out, but being together makes everything better. We wanted one weekend where we didn’t have to think about heavy shit.
I stop for a drink, check the time, and call Lexi. She should be going on lunch soon and will love to hear the news. I have no idea how the fuck Cole, Lexi, and I are going to sit down around the dinner table together and not have it turn into World War Three.

“Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
“Everything all right?” I ask. Lexi is getting ready to leave work and called me for more details about the awkward dinner we have to attend this weekend. She was interrupted at lunch due to a “crotch bulge emergency” which involved a badly photoshopped book cover that was sent to book reviewers without approval. I was in the middle of warning her about my overly affectionate mother when she started dropping the f-bomb.
“Yes. Well, no. I just got saw the email reminder—that was sent out two days ago—about Grace’s ice cream social at school. It’s tonight, and I totally forgot. I’m a horrible mother.”
“You’re far from it. You’re busy. When is it?”
“Six. I have to run to be there on time. Seriously, who plans these things for six? That’s dinner time. And it’s Tuesday. Many of us are counting on tacos. Thank God I didn’t volunteer.”
I laugh. “I’ll bring dinner over.”
“You don’t have to, Luke.”
“I want to.”
“Are you sure?”
“No, I offered knowing you’d refuse.”
She laughs. “That’s entirely possible with me. If you’re bringing dinner…do you want to come with us to school?”
“And be introduced to the soccer moms? Heck yes.”
“Bring clothes for tomorrow. I want you to stay the night.”
I smile. “Good, because I planned to anyway, that could have been really awkward. I’ll leave now and will meet you at your house. What’s a good Mexican place in Brooklyn?”
“I’ll text you the address of our favorite place. I love you for doing this, you know.”
“I do. And I love you too.” I hang up, change, and head out. I’m almost to Brooklyn when my phone rings. I changed Lexi’s ringtone so I know when she’s calling. It’s not her, and I don’t have to look to guess who’s calling me.
I ignore the call from Caroline. I’m not dealing—again—and I don’t want to talk to her. Things are good with Lexi and I want the sweep the bad shit under the fun and enjoy being in love. My mind cycles through everything Caroline could say to me, from good news to the worst of the worst. The good news isn’t going to come, and the worst could be so many fucking things.
The call ends, and she doesn’t leave a voicemail. Doesn’t send me a text.
I let out a breath, and massage my chest, trying to get rid of the tight knot that formed the second the phone rang. Anger surges through me. I want to be left alone. I want to move on and make a life here, with Lexi.
It takes a large amount of effort to just focus on keeping all four tires on the road. I make it to the restaurant and get out, breathing in deep the second I’m out of the car. I rub my forehead and close my eyes, trying my damnedest to push all thoughts away. I get inside, order the food, and make it back to my car without letting myself go there mentally.
Then I get to Lexi’s house and see her outside with the girls, and everything else fades away. Lexi has Pluto on a leash and both girls are on bikes. Grace is doing all right, but Paige is crying and not moving. Lexi struggles to hold onto the dog and push Paige forward, all the while yelling for Grace to slow down and wait for them.
Find the beauty amongst the chaos.
If this isn’t it, then I don’t know what is.
“Hi, Flynn Rider!” Grace calls, riding her bike over. I hurry across the street, worried she might try to dart out and get to me first. Lexi waves, shaking her head at Paige, who’s still crying.
“Hey, Grace. Looks like your sister is having a bit of an issue over there.”
“She’s such a crybaby.” Grace rolls her eyes. “She wants to ride a big girl bike but she can’t even ride her baby-bike. I told her she’s still a baby and it made her cry.”
“Did you know that I have an older brother?” I start. “I was the baby, like how Paige is. And it was my big brother’s job to be nice and teach me things. Like how it’s your job to help Paige.”
“Oh,” Grace says, thinking about what I just said. “Maybe I should show her how to ride a bike.”
“Yeah. Or at least not call her a baby.”
She sighs. “Okay. My mom tells me not to say that too. She says it’s not nice.”
“Your mom is right.”
She tips her head up to see past her My Little Pony bike helmet. “Do you like my mom?”
“I do.”
“I think she likes you.”
I laugh. “I hope so. Are you hungry? I got tacos from that place down the road. Your mom told me what you like.”
“A little. Are you going to stay and go get ice cream with us?”
“I am.”
Grace smiles, and by this time, Lexi has given up and is pushing the little pink bike down the sidewalk. Paige is crying about her legs not working, and Pluto is pulling like crazy to get to me.
“Ignore her,” Lexi says when I go over. “She can ride this bike. I’m trying to not pay attention to the negative behavior.” I take the leash from her wrist and reach down to pet the dog.
“Can I kiss you?”
Lexi bites her lip and looks at the girls. “I don’t know. I want you to, and I think Grace is starting to put two-and-two together. You’re there when she wakes up after all.”
“I’m all in, if that helps. This relationship is everything to me.”
Lexi’s lips curve into a smile. “Then shut up and kiss me.” She’s still smiling as I lean in for a quick peck on the lips.
“I like your BB8 helmet,” I tell Paige. She’s still crying about her legs not being long enough to reach the pedals on her bike, and immediately stops when she sees I have food.
“She’s so dramatic,” Lexi says and shakes her head. She helps Paige up the driveway and into the house. It’s mad chaos again as Lexi gets the girls to wash their hands at sit at the table.
“How was everyone’s day?” Lexi asks.
“Fine,” Grace says, sounding like a moody teenager already.
“I planted seeds!” Paige exclaims. “And it’s going to grow big and big and bigger and turn into a flower!”
“Oh wow, that’s so cool, baby!” Lexi cuts a taco in half for Paige and slides the plate in front of her. “Do you remember what kind of flower it is?”
“I think a sunflower. Once it gets leaves I can take it home. Can I put it in my room? I’ll talk to it every day.”
“You’re such a baby. Plants need water,” Grace quips and Lexi ignores her like a pro, asking Paige another question about the flowers. She told me that Grace’s go-to insult—for now at least—is to call Paige a baby, and she’s going through a difficult stage where she’s getting jealous of Paige.
We finish dinner, and I help Lexi clean the kitchen while the girls play for a little bit. Then it’s time to go, and we all get in Lexi’s car since the girls’ car seat and booster are in there.
“Sorry it’s a mess,” Lexi says, moving a stack of papers off the passenger seat for me. “I’ve been meaning to clean this out for two years now.”
“It’s funny how women will keep their house clean but their cars are always messy. And it’s the opposite for guys.”
“I never really thought about it, but you’re right. Though my house is a mess too.”
“Nah, it’s not bad at all.”
She turns, eyebrow raised. “You don’t have to lie.”
“Okay, it’s a little disorganized, but it’s not dirty or anything.”
“Thank you.” She backs out of the driveway and heads to the school. I get out, look at the brick building, and get hit with a memory. I’ve been to schools before to teach fire safety and CPR classes. I taught a class just a few weeks before the accident, and all the guys at the station thought it was hilarious that the class was made up almost entirely of females.
“Will you carry me in the parking lot?” Paige asks, reaching her arms up to me.
“I don’t know…you look pretty heavy,” I say and Paige giggles. I pick her up and she wraps her arms around my neck. “So, what’s the point of this thing?” I ask Lexi.
“I think to raise money for the school. And be social. I’m fine with the raising money part, but not so much on the being social. Moms can be so judgmental. Especially of single moms,” she mumbles.
I reach for her hand. “You’re single anymore.”
“I love you,” she whispers and all feels right in the world. I’m tempted to turn a blind eye to the past again, and pretend it never happened. Because I’m happy with Lexi. Moving forward and being together feels right. I don’t want to fuck it up by going backward.
We cross the parking lot and enter the school. I set Paige down and she runs around me to take Lexi’s hand. Grace leads the way to the cafeteria and gets excited when she sees her friends. I pay our entry fee and keep a hold of Lexi’s hand. Grace goes behind one of the tables to help serve ice cream. We fill our bowls, and I think Paige ends up with more toppings than actual ice cream, and we take a seat in the back of the cafeteria.
“Daddy’s here!” Paige exclaims, looking across the room.
“Great,” Lexi mutters. “I mean, yay! Daddy!”
“Can I go see Daddy?”
“Of course, baby. Let me wipe your mouth first.” She cleans Paige’s face then sits back and sighs. “I wish he could just be civil, you know?”
I place my hand on her thigh. “Maybe someday.”
“Yeah. Someday. I kinda want more ice cream.”
“Me too. Want me to get it for you so none of those judgmental moms see you going for seconds?”
Lexi beams. “Seriously, Luke. If you get any more perfect, I’m gonna start thinking you’re a stalker killer again.”
“Again? When did you think I was a stalker killer?” I laugh.
“The first time we met. I kind of thought you were taking me home to kill me.”
“Oh, right. We talked about how I’d kill you. And you risked it all anyway.”
“What can I say? I’m a sucker for a pretty face.” She smiles, eyes lighting up. I grab the empty bowls to toss and go back to the serving table, falling in line behind a young woman in a tight blue dress. She turns and quickly looks at me, takes a step and turns again.
“I’m a Sox fan,” she says with a grin, seeing the Chicago Cubs logo on my shirt.
I laugh. “I’m sorry about that.”
“Hey, now. They’re not that bad this year.”
“You have a funny definition of bad. Are you from Chicago?”
“No. I just like the Sox colors. And they have hot players right now.”
“And you have an interesting way of picking a favorite team.”
She laughs and looks me up and down. “I’m a visual person. So…do you have a kid here?”
“Kind of. She’s my girlfriend’s kid.”
“I should have known you were taken. All the good ones are.” She smiles, grabs a bowl of ice cream and walks away. Grace comes over when she sees me and puts extra cherries in the bowl of ice cream for her mom. The way the girls love their mother shows how good a job Lexi is doing, even though she doesn’t always see it. My own mom was busy and worked a lot, and when she was home with us, she was often too tired to do anything other than sit on the couch and watch TV. But she loved us. Supported us. Took care of us. And it was more than enough.
I set Lexi’s ice cream on the table and sit next to her. “I have to tell you something,” I say seriously. Lexi turns, eyes wide. “Don’t be jealous. We can’t have a cat-fight with this many innocent witnesses.”
Her eyebrows go up. “I’ll control myself.”
“Good. I trust you. I just got hit on.”
She sighs and shakes her head. “I can’t take you anywhere.”
“I know. Everyone wants a piece of my meat.”
Lexi laughs and rests her hand on my thigh. “Who hit on you?”
I look through the sea of people milling about, trying to locate the woman. “I don’t see her now, but she seemed like the kind of girl who’d think the deer crossing signs on the side of the road are telling the deer where to cross.”
Lexi laughs again and I spot the blonde woman. “That one in the blue dress.”
“Are you sure it was here?”
“Positive. She totally wants me. Don’t worry, I told her I was taken. Didn’t even get her name.”
“Her name is Maggie. She’s nice, but you totally could sell her ocean-front property in Arizona.”
“You know her?”
“I do. She’s Russell’s girlfriend.”
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ALEXIS
I’m going to die, and it’s going to be a slow painful death. I pull the blankets up to my shoulders, afraid to look down the hall. Pluto is sound asleep in Grace’s room with the door open, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t hear it. I have no weapons, nothing to defend myself or my children with. If I can muster up the bravery to look out from under my comforter, I’m grabbing my phone and buying the first weapon I can from Amazon.
I hold my breath, listening for the footsteps I know I just heard. Then my phone dings from a text and I about damn near jump out of my skin. I risk life and limb by sticking my arm out from under the covers and grab it.
Luke: Leaving work and wanted to tell you I love you.
I smile and call him instead of texting back. He answers right away.
“Please tell me you’re not up working,” he says as soon as he answers.
It’s two-thirty in the morning, so there’s a good possibility I’m up reading through edits. “No. I actually went to bed before midnight.”
“Shit, did I wake you up?”
“No. I’m too scared to sleep.”
“Why? Is everything all right?”
“I read a scary book,” I confess. I spent the day on the phone with Emma Stark. She’s wonderful, and I love hearing her British accent when she talks. But damn, her mind is twisted and her heart is dark. No one is safe in her series, and her demons are scary. Too fucking scary. I started book one in her paranormal series today to prep for editing the rest of the series, and now I can’t sleep. “It’s your fault, you know.”
“How is it’s my fault you read a scary book?”
“I just got back from Chicago and thought we were done. I didn’t want to edit my normal romances, so I agreed to take on a paranormal horror series.”
“I don’t know if I should laugh or feel bad.”
“You should feel bad. Terrible. Because I’m seriously scared.”
“The books must be good then.”
“Oh, they are.” I roll over, some of the fear melting away just from talking to Luke. “But you know how easily I get scared.”
“Do you want me to come over?”
I hesitate because I do, but feel bad asking. Luke stayed the night here Tuesday after the ice cream social, went home Wednesday morning and then had to work. “Yeah, but it’s late and I know you’re tired.”
“You’ll be even more tired if you don’t get any sleep. I’m already on my way. I’ll be there soon. Don’t unlock the door; I’ll call when I’m on the porch.”
“Okay,” I say with a smile and hang up. I get out of bed, use the bathroom, and wipe off the smeared mascara I was too lazy to remove from under my eyes earlier. I sit on the couch in the living room, phone in hand, and doze off until Luke gets here.
“Hey,” he says, pulling me into his arms. Pluto wags his tail, jumping up for attention. I stand on my toes to kiss Luke. The faint scent of alcohol clings to his skin from the bar. He’s wearing dark jeans and a black t-shirt, and his messy hair looks so fucking good on him. He hasn’t shaved in a few days. The stubble over his strong jaw is sexy.
“Thanks for coming over.”
“You can thank me in the bedroom.”
I smile and take his hand, going upstairs. Luke takes a quick shower and brushes his teeth. I settle into bed, at ease now that he’s here. I’m almost asleep by the time he gets in bed next to me, hair damp and skin warm and smelling like soap.
“Still awake?” he whispers, wrapping his body around mine.
“Kind of.” I put my hand on his and relax. I’m asleep just minutes later and don’t wake until my alarm goes off the next morning. Luke is still fast asleep. I slip out of his arms and into the shower. With my wet hair wrapped in a towel, I sort through my pile of clean laundry that I meant to put away nine days ago, grumbling about everything being wrinkly. I put on makeup, braid my hair, and then realize that I’m running low on time to get the girls up, dressed, and fed before we have to leave.
“Morning,” Luke says with a stretch. “Need help with anything?”
My heart swells. “No, it’s okay. Go back to sleep.”
“I have to get up anyway.”
“You don’t have to,” I say slowly. “You can stay here if you want. Stay here and go back to sleep.”
“That does sound tempting.” Luke rolls over and closes his eyes. “But I can still help you with…with whatever you do in the morning. Everything happened so fast last time I don’t really remember it all.”
I laugh and open my jewelry box for a pair of earrings. “Mornings aren’t fun around here. Thank goodness school ends soon. Though I still have to get them up when I go to work. My mom comes over a few days at least. She teaches high school language arts.”
“That’s good.” Luke gets out of bed and I take a second to admire his ink and muscles. He walks around the bed to hug me, and then gets dressed. He heads downstairs to let Pluto out and start on breakfast while I get the girls up and dressed.
Having him here in the morning to share the responsibility is a bigger help than I ever imagined. We fit together in a perfect rhythm. It’s almost like we’re a family. It’s probably too early to long for us to unite and be together, but I do.
Though Luke and I are far from perfect. We’re ignoring a huge problem, and it’s going to come crashing back sooner or later. I think we both know it.

“Luke spent the night again,” I tell Jillian. “And we didn’t have sex.”
“Ohh,” she says, pursing her red lips. Her hair is half up, makeup flawless, and there’s not one wrinkle or piece of animal hair on her outfit. There’s a good chance she’s actually a hologram. “That’s an important night. Marks the first of many to come. How did he seem? Did you turn him down? He’s a very fit man, and physically fit guys have a lot of stamina.”
“He came over after work. We were both tired and just fell asleep.”
“It happened naturally.”
“Yeah, and it felt natural too. Though I really enjoy having sex with him. But being snuggled up next to him is so relaxing. I sleep so good when he’s there.”
“This means the spark is fading or you two are getting serious and leveling up.”
“I think we are leveling up. I’m meeting his parents tomorrow.”
Jillian almost chokes on her coffee. She sets her mug down on her desk and looks at me, wide-eyed. “Why?”
“They’re coming to visit. It was a spur of the moment thing, I guess. And since Cole and Luke are under the same roof, they thought it would be a good idea to see them both. We’re having dinner tomorrow night. Me, Luke, and Cole, all together.”
“I’d love to be a fly on the wall. Oh! Live stream it to me!”
“How the hell would I do that?”
Jillian shrugs. “Just keep your phone out. It really wouldn’t be that abnormal.”
I glare at her.
“Fine, just give me a recap later. Really, Lex, you need to learn to live on the edge more than you do.”
“The girls are coming too. Luke said his mom bought them stuff from Disney World.”
“Wow. Things are serious. Are you nervous?”
I shake my head. “Not to meet his parents. I know it’s a big step, but it’s not like he set this up because we’re going to start planning the wedding. His mom wants to visit her sons, and we’re having dinner. It’s like a normal couple thing to do.”
Jillian looks at me for a few seconds, and then smiles. “Look at you! You’re doing this! Really doing this. You have a boyfriend and things are serious. Not that long ago, you swore this day would never come.”
“I didn’t think it would.” I force a smile. I do have a serious boyfriend, right? God, I hate that I doubt Luke. He hasn’t dealt with anything since he got back. He’s doing exactly the same thing he did before, and that didn’t work out the first time around.
Jillian smiles and is about to say something when Cole walks by her office. He pauses at the door.
“Morning, ladies. Fairchild is still giving you issues, right?” he asks Jillian.
“Oh my God, yes. I finally got chapters and they are horrible. Incredibly short too. I don’t know what’s going on. It’s going to take a ghost writer to bulk this thing up enough to publish.”
“Shit,” Cole mutters. “His last book didn’t do as well as expected either. I’ll have to go over the numbers and see if we can fit that into the budget. How bad is it?”
“He got the name of his main character wrong by chapter three. I’ve emailed his agent and she said she’s having trouble reaching him too, but she hinted that he’s going through something personal.”
Cole nods. “I’ll call her today, see if I can get anything.”
“Thank you. I’ve been having anxiety over this. It’s messing up my schedule.”
“We’ll get it figured out.” Cole turns his eyes to me. “How’s the Stark book coming?”
I shiver at the thought. “So good it kept me up all night in fear her characters were going to crawl through the lines on the page and kill me in my sleep,” I say, and Cole and Jillian laugh. “Seriously! I had to ask Lu—ask, uh, ask the girls to sleep in the same room with me.”
“You’re a lifesaver for doing this.”
“You can pay for my therapy later,” I joke. “I’m going on edge the whole time I’m working on these, so if I start showing up to work with a solid iron dagger and jars of salt, you’re to blame.”
“I have some notes on the series for you. We should probably go over it. Come into my office when you have a chance.”
“Okay.” I can act like things are fine and dandy, but Cole leaves a sour taste in my mouth. He’s vengeful and I don’t trust him. But they say to keep your friends close and your enemies closer, right?
Jillian and I chat for a bit more, talking about the on-going drama that fills the book world. Deciding to get this out of the way, I go into Cole’s office to grab the notes. He’s typing and looks away from his computer for only a second.
“Come in,” he says and goes back to typing. I linger in the doorway, not really wanting to come in any further. The last time I was in here, Cole poured his heart out to me. I felt bad for him, and it was awkward. I’m in love with someone he hates.
“Sorry about that,” he says. “I had to email the guys in production right away about an error found in a book due for printing today.”
“Time is of the essence there.”
“Exactly.” He gets up and grabs a thick stack of papers from his printer. “These are the notes from the previous editor. He categorized all the levels of demons and hunters, and made family trees. I would email this all over to you, but the file has supposedly been lost.” Cole shakes his head. “But this should help get you up to speed.”
“Thanks,” I say and glance down at the long list of demons.
“You like Harry Potter, right?”
“Who doesn’t?”
Cole chuckles. “Then how does this scare you?”
“It’s the way it’s written and described. This is set in the real world, in real time. The demons aren’t fantastical. They’re rooted in human nature, and humans can be pretty damn ruthless. It freaks me out. And there’s not much hope throughout the series. Emma assured me it will end with a happily ever after, even though she wants to kill the love interest in the last book. But I have time to work with her on that.”
“Makes sense. And good luck with that. Didn’t she kill the main character in her previous series?”
“Yes, and the ghost finished the battle then went to the Otherworld. Epic and hits you so hard. But you know I’m a fan of a happy ending.”
“I do.” Cole looks down, brown eyes darkening. “Which makes me compelled to tell you this, because I’m pretty sure he’s been talking to you. Luke is gone again.”
“Uh…what do you mean?”
“He said he was going to work yesterday, but he never came home.”
“Oh.” I bite my lip and look down at the notes. Crap.
“It’s good you’re moving on. Really, Lexi. My brother is not the kind of guy you want to be involved with.”
“Well, maybe…I do want to be involved with him.”
“I know you. Hell, I’ve known you for a while now. We’re not best friends or anything, but give me some credit. You want something serious, I’m sure, and you’re not going to get that from Luke. He’s too flighty. Case in point that he’s going back and forth from New York to Chicago. Which is really shitty because my mom and stepdad are coming in tomorrow. That’s the kind of person he is. They’re flying all the way from Florida to see us and he takes off.”
“He didn’t take off.”
“You don’t know that.”
I let out a breath. “I do, because he’s at my house.”
Cole just stares at me. “I tried to help you. I tried to warn you. I didn’t have to. You work for me, but that doesn’t mean I have to hold your hand and try to keep you from getting hurt. But I did, and it was all for nothing. I’m done,” he snaps. He lets out a breath and turns away from me. “Have fun while it lasts, and don’t come crying to me when he takes everything you love away from you.”
I sharply inhale, chest tightening. A heated exchange with anyone upsets me. One with Cole is no picnic, and having it happen at work makes me feel sick. Right now, he’s my boss.
My boss is yelling at me.
Not about work, but my mind is having a hard time differentiating between the two. People can see, people can hear if they walk past. I swallow the lump in my throat.
“See you at dinner tomorrow,” I force out and turn, hurrying to my own office. What the hell happened between those two? Takes everything you love away from you. Was Luke the reason Cole’s fiancée called it off?
He couldn’t be. Luke’s not that kind of guy. He wouldn’t split people up, let alone his own brother. Because if he did, then he’s not the person I thought he was. And no amount of talking and working things out can change that. I cannot be with someone who had an affair with their brother’s fiancée.
I blink and close my eyes, trying to clear my mind. Luke says he doesn’t know why Cole hates him, and I have to believe that. If I want to go forward in this relationship, I have to trust Luke.
A relationship without trust will fall apart in time. Just like my marriage. My heart can’t take it, and there’s no way I can do that to the girls. Luke said it to Russ just the other day. We are their example. Our choices define us, and choices lead to actions. Those actions are seen by my sweet little girls.
If the man I hope will become their stepdad cheated with his brother’s fiancée…nope. That’s not Luke. He said he wasn’t the long-term type before he met me, but I know he’s not the home-wrecking kind either.
A chill comes over me and I’m suddenly feeling like I don’t know Luke at all.
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LUKE
“Hey, babe,” I say, opening the front door of our Manhattan house for Lexi. Grace stands in front of her, and Paige is in her arms, head resting on her shoulder, sound asleep.
“Hi, Flynn Rider,” Grace giggles.
I help them in and take Paige from Lexi so she can take off her jacket and shoes.
“His name is Luke,” Lexi reminds Grace with a smile.
“Flynn Rider is fine,” I say. “He’s pretty cool. Don’t forget we watched Tangled.”
“Flynn is fun, Mom.” Grace looks up at me. “You should play dress-up with me. I’ll be Rapunzel and you be Flynn.”
“That sounds fun.” I gently shift Paige so she’s more comfortable and motion for Lexi to walk through the house.
“Wow, this place is big!” Grace says shyly. She stands close to Lexi as she curiously looks around the house. It’s interesting to see the differences between Lexi’s girls. Paige talks to everyone and Grace is shy. Though they both look like Lexi.
She makes nice kids. Hopefully she’ll want to make another someday.
Wait a minute. Did I really just think that?
Fuck. I did.
And I do hope she wants another.
Someday.
Years from now.
But with me.
I look at Lexi and smile.
“What?” she asks me. “You’re giving me a weird look. Do I have something on my face? My eye itched on the way here and I tried not to smear my makeup. I don’t want to look bad the first time I meet your—”
I lean over and kiss her. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you.”
We move through the foyer and into the main hall. My mom is in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on dinner and not so patiently waiting to meet Lexi. I had to tell her twice to let Lexi and the girls get through the door before she bombards them.
My near-dying really freaked my mother out, understandably of course, so I try not to let her overexcitement annoy me. She just wants me to be happy. The moment we step into the kitchen, she pounces on Lexi.
“Hi! You must be Lexi! I’m Martha and—oh my God, look at that!” She puts her hand to her chest, smiling at the sight of Paige sleeping in my arms. “Ed, Cole, get in here and look at this!”
“You’re going to wake her up,” I say quietly.
“Oh, it’s fine,” Lexi tells us. “I don’t want her to sleep that much longer anyway or she’ll never sleep tonight. And it’s nice to meet you. This is Grace, and the sleeping one is Paige.”
“Beautiful names! And beautiful girls.” Mom moves around the island counter and hugs Lexi. At least I warned her my mother was a hugger. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Luke told me about you. He’s never told me about any woman before. You must have made quite the impression on him.”
“He’s made one on me too. On all of us, really. The girls love him just as much as I do.”
I look up just in time to see Cole stop short. Lexi didn’t say it straight, but she just told everyone that she loves me.
“Hey, Dad,” I say to my stepfather. I was young enough when my parents remarried that calling him “dad” came naturally. As a child, I wanted a father again, just not the asshole who gave me half my DNA. It pissed Cole off too, which made me want to do it even more.
“Isn’t that just the cutest thing?” Mom gushes to Ed. “I always said he’d look good with a baby in his arms.”
“You’re going to freak Lexi out, Mom.” I shake my head.
“Oh stop. I’m sure she agrees.”
Lexi nods. “I do. And Paige gets heavy fast. I’m glad you’re holding her and not me.”
My parents laugh and Ed moves over, introducing himself to Lexi and Grace.
“Has Lexi met Cole?” Ed asks, being the polite host even though this isn’t his house.
“Yeah,” Lexi starts, glancing up at me. “I, uh, I work at Black Ink. I’m an editor.”
“Oh, what a small world! Did Cole introduce you two?”
“No,” Cole says, staring me right in the eyes. “They met at the bar Luke ‘works’ at and started their relationship with a one-night stand right here. On the island counter.”
You could hear a fucking pin drop. Ed looks down at the counter he had been resting his hands on and eyeballs the cookies my mother has laying out. My muscles twitch, and if Paige wasn’t in my arms, Cole would be on the ground again. And this time I wouldn’t stop hitting him until I was satisfied.
No one says anything, and then Grace looks up at Lexi.
“What’s a one-night stand?”
Lexi’s face is bright red, but the flush on her cheeks is anything but a turn on right now. She slowly shakes her head, mouth open but nothing comes out. She looks like she might cry. I want to give Paige to Lexi and wail on Cole. The only thing stopping me is not wanting the girls to see me in a fight. I don’t want them to be scared of me. Ever.
“They went on a date one night,” Mom offers. “At a restaurant. And they decided they liked each other and wanted to see each other again.”
“Oh, okay.” Grace backs into Lexi. She can see we’re all uncomfortable and thinks it has something to do with her question.
I turn to Cole, cradling Paige to my chest. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Ed blinks and takes a step away. “Let’s talk in the study,” he says to Cole and puts his arm on his back, leading him out of the room.
“I’m sorry, Lexi,” I say to her.
Mom sighs. “I see you and your brother are getting along well. I don’t care how you two met. I’m happy you’re happy.”
Lexi’s jaw is tight and I think if there was a hole to crawl in and disappear, she’d jump. Her chest rapidly rises and falls, and she’s tightly holding onto Grace’s hand.
“I hear you like princesses,” Mom says, crouching down to Grace’s level.
“I do,” Grace says shyly.
“I just happen to know a few of them. And they gave me presents to give to you.”
Grace’s eyes widen. “Really?”
“Yeah. I live close to Cinderella’s castle. Do you know Princess Elena?”
“She’s my favorite!”
Mom smiles. “Well, you’ll love this. Follow me.” She takes Grace’s hand and leads her out of the kitchen. Lexi lets out a breath and shakes her head.
“I wish I could say that was unexpected, but what else should we expect, right?” I say.
Lexi keeps her eyes on the floor. “What the hell happened between you two? Why does he hate you so much?”
“I told you, I don’t know. He’s always hated me, then I came here and it was ten times worse.”
“How do you have no idea? Something had to happen.”
“He’s jealous…I don’t know. You think I’m lying, don’t you?”
“No.” She sighs and rubs her eyebrow. “I don’t. I believe you. Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”
“You have every right to snap. Just go snap at Cole and not me,” I say with a smile. I reach out with my free arm, bringing her in for a hug. Paige grumbles but doesn’t wake up. “If I wasn’t holding Paige, I would have hit him, you know.”
“Again.”
“He deserves is. Brother or not, no one hurts you. Not when I’m around.”

Forks clink against our plates. Ice hits the side of my glass as I lift it for a drink. It’s loud. It shouldn’t be loud. But no one is talking. This dinner is awkward as fuck. There is so much tension in the air even Grace and Paige can feel it and are quietly picking at their meal.
Lexi is sitting in between her girls. I’m across from her, and Cole is at the end of the table next to our stepfather and mother. Knowing Lexi and I hooked up before we started dating isn’t what any parent wants to hear, but I really don’t think my parents care. My mom is one of the least judgmental people I know, which stems back to her working as a nurse and having to take care of all walks of life. She either doesn’t let it get to her, or she’s really good at hiding it.
Still, Lexi is embarrassed and upset Grace knows the truth of our meeting. One day she will know what a one-night stand it. She’s only six. Maybe there’s a chance she’ll forget before she learns the truth.
“Do you live in Manhattan?” Mom asks Lexi.
“No. We live in Brooklyn. I was born and raised there. My parents and sister are there still too.”
“Oh, that’s nice. You must have a long commute to work every day.”
“I do. But I love my job so…” Lexi’s face reddens as she starts to talk about work. Because Cole is her boss. “It’s not so bad.”
“What kind of books do you edit?”
“Mostly romance. I like a good steamy novel and a happily ever after.”
Mom leans forward. “Me too. I loved those Fifty Shades books. I made Ed see the movies with me.” She winks. “He’s glad he did.”
“Gross, Mom,” I say.
Ed laughs. “That film was educational.”
Lexi smiles, and some of the tension in her shoulders goes away. “That’s one way to look at them. I got to go to an early screening of the first one. I’m friends with a few agents who are friends with other agents and got us in. It was pretty cool. And E.L. James is one of the sweetest people I’ve never met. I fan-girled over her and asked her to sign like a million books.”
“I met one of my favorite authors at a Barnes and Noble signing a few years ago and made a fool of myself too,” Mom says. “I blubbered on and on about how much I love her books and probably sounded like a stalker. I brought all my books I have from her and gave her one to sign but it already had her signature. Cole gets me signed books from the publishing house.”
“Which author?”
“Quinn Harlow.”
“Oh my God, seriously? I edit for her!”
Mom looks at me and smiles. “This really is a small world.”
“Not really,” Cole says dryly. “You like an author from Black Ink. She works at Black Ink. The chances are pretty high it would be the same author.”
“My favorite book is No, David,” Paige says, picking up on the talk about books. “I can read all the pages. I recorded a book review!”
Paige’s eyes light up and she starts telling us all about the book. She’s an outgoing little girl, and the way she mispronounces things is just fucking cute.
“Mama, show them my review!”
“After dinner, sweet pea,” Lexi says. “I didn’t bring my phone to the table.”
“Aww man,” Paige says and crosses her arms, scowling.
“She is such a drama queen,” Lexi laughs.
“I like when Luke reads to us,” Grace says quietly. “He does funny voices.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Cole fuming. He didn’t know the extent of my relationship with Lexi—and her girls. And now I’m starting to wonder if Cole really does like Lexi along with not wanting me to be happy.
“I have a dog named Pluto,” Paige announces. “He’s at home right now.”
“What kind of dog is he?” Ed asks.
“Oh, just a regular one,” Paige says back with no hesitation.
“He’s a Ba-sin-gee,” Grace tells us proudly.
“A what?” Ed looks at Lexi.
“Basenji. He’s a mix, technically. Basenjis are medium-sized dogs that originated as hunting dogs in Africa. Kinda random, I know. He’s a good dog. He puts up with these two.”
“We have an English Mastiff,” Ed says. “Do you know what that is?”
The girls shake their heads. Ed pulls out his phone and shows them pictures of their large dog. I’ve never met my parent’s dog; he’s only two and I haven’t been to Florida in years. All this talk of dogs reminds me of Sadie. It’s been months, but I still miss that dog.
We’re able to get through the rest of dinner with no real conversation, but minimal awkward silence thanks to the girls answering the questions my parents throw at them. After dinner, Paige and Grace go into the living room. Mom put on the Disney Channel for them to watch while they play with the princess toys she got them. She’s having fun, and I know she desperately wants grandchildren to spoil.
“I have a lot of work to do,” Cole says. “Great dinner, Mom. Please excuse me.”
Mom sighs and shakes her head once Cole leaves. “I have to apologize for him,” she says to Lexi. “I’m embarrassed by his behavior.”
“It’s okay. I know he’s not normally like that. I’ve worked for him for a while now,” she says. I know she’s just being polite, but I don’t want her to defend Cole. “But work will be fun Monday.”
“I’ll talk to him,” Mom promises. “It’ll be okay.”
“Yeah. It will.”
Paige calls for Lexi, saying she needs to go potty. Lexi gets up to help her, leaving me at the table with my parents. They’re either going to talk about Lexi or Cole, and I really don’t want to waste a minute talking about that asshole.
“What do you think of Lexi?” I ask, getting the gossip started.
“Oh, she’s wonderful! Very pretty, too, and those girls are darling.” Mom turns to Ed. “Aren’t they darling?” Her eyes go back to me. “You’re happy with her, I can tell.”
“I am. Very happy.”
“She’s happy with you too,” Ed tells me. “I see the way she looks at you. And those little girls, too.” He looks through the doorway, making sure no one can hear him. Then he raises his eyebrows, smiles, and leans forward. “So, the kitchen counter. Nice.”
“Ed!” Mom swats his arm.
I smirk and nod.
“Don’t encourage him,” Mom scolds. “And I don’t want to know any more details than that. As far as I’m concerned, you’re still my innocent son who will remain that way until you tell me you’re having a baby. Which you will, right? Does Lexi want more kids? Do you? Have you talked about it? Where will you live? You really don’t want to commute to Brooklyn all the time, do you?”
“Slow down, Mom. We’re not there yet. But when we do get there, I think we’ll be on the same page. She mentioned once before that she always imagined herself with three kids, so I’ll take that as a strong possibility of her having another.”
“She’ll be planning the wedding by next week.” Ed laughs. “What about the ex-husband? Have you met him yet?”
“Yeah, and he doesn’t like me at all.”
“That’s very normal.”
I look through the hall in the direction of Cole’s office. “There seems to be a lot of that going around.”
“Why can’t you two get along?” Mom asks. She looks hurt, and I know she places a lot of the blame on herself.
“It’s not me,” I start, tempted to tattle on my brother like a child. “He’s unbearable. You heard him earlier, saying that just to piss me off. He said that in front of Grace. There’s something seriously wrong with him. I told you years ago, you should have had him committed but you didn’t believe me.”
“What he said was awful. If I could ground him, I would. I can’t, so I’m falling back to the I’m disappointed speech and will tell him how, well, disappointed I am that he would bring that up at all. It’s shameful how you two don’t get along.”
I throw my hands up. “I did nothing in there. You were standing right in front of us. Cole’s just an asshole.”
“Watch your mouth. You’re an adult, but I’m still your mother. It’s because of Heather, isn’t it?”
“Heather has nothing to do with it! There’s no excuse for what he did tonight. Bad shit happens. Hell, look at me. And I’m not going around trying to sabotage Cole’s relationships.”
“He’s not—”
“Yes, he is. You know he blames me for everything. According to him, it’s my fault all that crap happened with Heather. He’s not happy so he doesn’t want me to be. You know when Lexi and I first started dating he told her I was seeing other people. I wasn’t. He wanted her to break up with me. After all I went through…there is something wrong with him.”
“He’s still my son. I hate what he’s doing but what am I supposed to do about it? We’ve both talked to him. I’ve referred him to a therapist. Twice. He went through a rough time.”
“And I didn’t? I think if you’re going to compare the two, I win.”
“Luke…” Mom starts and shakes her head. “Deep down, he cares about you.”
“I wish that were true.”
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ALEXIS
“Well, we survived.”
“Hardly.”
“It was pretty painful,” I say, turning my head. We’re back at my house and just got the girls down. Luke read Grace a bedtime story while I got Paige to sleep. We changed into our pajamas and are sitting on the couch, channel surfing and cuddling. “At least the girls were well behaved.”
“They were. My mom loved them, by the way.”
“How can you not love them?”
Luke kisses my forehead. “You make good kids.”
“That’s one thing I did right.”
“Do you think you’d ever want to make another?”
I look at him, stunned.
“Not anytime soon,” he adds.
“Yeah,” I say and a smile pulls up my lips. “If the right man came along to make them with.”
Luke doesn’t say anything, but instead brings me into his lap. Sometimes saying nothing is louder than anything spoken. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and bring my lips to his.
Soft. Wet. Warm.
One kiss, and my lady bits are tingling for more. I softly moan and steal another kiss. Luke takes the blanket off my lap and spreads it on the couch. He moves on top, laying me back on the couch as he kisses me. He grabs my hands and puts them over my head, holding them in place with one hand while he takes a handful of my breasts in the other, fingers circling my nipple through the thin fabric of my tank top.
He moves between my legs, pressing his hips against mine. I bend my knees and hook my ankles over his legs. Still holding my hands above my head, Luke kisses my neck, nipping at my skin, then puts his mouth to my breasts. His warm breath on my nipple feels so fucking good.
His lips meet mine again and he pulls the tank top up around my neck. I close my eyes and squirm beneath him, feeling his cock harden against me.
It’s so fucking hot.
Luke takes his time kissing me, tongue inside my mouth, finding what he wants and taking it. He rocks his hips against me, and my core contracts with want. He moves up, taking my hands in his, lacing my fingers through mine. His kisses turn soft and passionate for a minute, and then he suddenly brings my arms down and pushes them behind my back.
His face goes between my breasts, pushing them together. He takes one in his mouth, swirling my erect nipple with his tongue. Then his teeth come down just hard enough to make me gasp, arching my back as pleasure shoots through me. I lift my head up to look at him, and the moment Luke raises his face to see me, I kiss him, and bring one hand out from behind my back.
I yank on his shirt. Luke sits up and takes it off, then is back down on me in no time. I hook my arm around his feeling his muscular bicep in my grip. And now we’re kissing again, and Luke takes a handful of my hair as we kiss, making it a tangled mess. But I don’t care. I’m his mess.
He grabs the tank top and brings it over my head. It lands somewhere on the floor. Luke trails kisses from my mouth to my stomach. My pussy quivers with anticipation, and I hold myself up on my elbows to watch Luke go down.
Slowly, he slides a finger under the elastic waist of my pajama bottoms. Then he slips another on the other side. He’s moving his face closer and closer to me, and I still have this stupid fabric barrier keeping me away from his skilled tongue.
“Do you want me to fuck you?” he asks.
“Yes,” I pant.
“Say it. Say what you want.”
“I want you to fuck me,” I repeat. I’m getting so fucking wound up. I need a release. He strips me naked and parts my legs. My eyes are wide and my breath is already ragged. Luke extends my leg, rubbing my foot. He brings it to his mouth and kisses the inside of my ankle. Then my calf. And my thigh.
He lowers himself into position and it’s all I can do not to grab his head and force him to me. He exhales, warming me with his breath. My clit begs to be touched.
“Please, Luke. I need you.”
He lashes his tongue against me once. Twice.
“Is this what you want?”
“Fuck, yes.”
He pushes my legs apart and opens his mouth, putting it against my tender core. His arms are under my thighs, reaching around so his hands are on top. He spreads me further and looks up into my eyes. I try to maintain eye contact, but can’t. He’s too fucking good at this, and he damn well knows it.
I buck my hips into his face, eyes closing as I toss my head back, on the edge of an orgasm. Luke knows it and backs away, leaving me dangling over the ledge. I gasp, body aching for him.
“You are so fucking hot.” He darts up, kissing me. I taste myself on his lips and reach down, bringing his pants down. He pulls them off and moves on me, wet tip of his cock rubbing over my sensitive clit. I bend my legs up around his torso, raking my nails over his back.
“I want you,” I moan in his ear. Luke responds by burying his head between my breasts and working his way back down between my legs. His tongue lashes out and he moves his mouth in a fury. I raise my head up and look down, watching him pleasure me.
My mouth opens and I toss my head back. The slow burn gets hotter and hotter, and now my toes are curling from the force of the orgasm. He puts his fingers where his mouth just was, still rubbing me, drawing this out.
Then he quickly moves up, centering himself between my legs. He pushes in deep, and I can’t help the loud moan that comes from deep within. Luke grabs my legs and rocks back, kneeling on the couch as he thrusts in and out. It’s hard. Fast. And feels incredible. My breasts bounce with each movement. I steal a glance at Luke and it’s so hard to believe this beautiful man is mine.
Luke drops down, sliding his body against me. He kisses me with a fiery passion and slows, pumping his cock inside me in tempo with the kiss. Then he sits up, flips me over and slaps me on the ass before entering me from behind.
“Oh my God…” I moan. I raise my ass up and Luke reaches around, finding my clit. He plays with it and every nerve in my body is wide the fuck awake. I press my hands into the couch, twisting the blanket between my fingers. I inhale sharply and my vision gets spotty. I’m coming again, and Luke is relentless, gripping my hips with one hand, and getting me off with the other. My center contracts around his dick and Luke moans, leaning forward against me. He pulls out and brings me onto my back again.
His blue eyes are full of lust, looking at me like I’m the most beautiful woman in the world, like his life depends on him making love to me. He falls back onto me and slides inside, body over mine. I wrap my arms and legs around him, moving my hips side to side, then up and down.
He lets out a guttural groan and pushes in deep, holding himself there as he comes. I can feel his dick pulse inside me. My hands are shaking and my heart is racing. I cup his face, tipping it up so his lips meet mine. He tenderly kisses me and lowers himself.
“We’re good at that,” I pant. “Really good.”
Luke’s still panting. He rests his forehead against mine, then pulls out and lays next to me. “I fucking love you, Lexi. I want you to know that.”
“I do. And I love you.” I run my fingers through his hair. “I’ve never had sex like this before.”
“I haven’t either.”
I don’t know why, but his confession throws me. While I don’t like thinking about the other woman Luke has slept with, I assumed he was into some crazy, kinky shit. Because he certainly knows what he’s doing.
“Everything just feels right. I know how lame that sounds, but it’s the fucking truth. I’m comfortable with anything with you. And maybe I’m overconfident, but I think you feel the same.”
“I do. And you’re right. Everything is natural. Everything feels amazing. Even things I didn’t like before.”
Luke lifts his head to look at me. “What didn’t you like before?
“I never liked my nipples touched after breastfeeding—I got bitten way too many times—but I like when you touch them.”
“That is the weirdest compliment I’ve ever gotten.”
“You’re welcome.” I run my hand up his arm and onto his shoulder. “Does it hurt?” I ask when my fingers touch the burned patch of skin.
“Not right now. It randomly feels like it’s on fire though. Weird, I know, but I was told that was normal. Something about the nerve endings. It only went down to the muscle in a few places. Most of it is only a second-degree burn.”
“Only?”
“It could have been worse.”
“I hate that this happened to you.”
Luke shrugs. “Scars are sexy, right?” He kisses me. “Shower with me?”
“You don’t have to ask me twice.”
I get up, grab the blanket from the couch and toss it in the laundry room, and slip Luke’s t-shirt over my head. He puts on his boxers and follows me up the stairs. I turn on the shower and wait for the water to warm up. It takes a few seconds in this house. Luke stands behind me, hands on my shoulders. He kisses the back of my neck. I lean against him, and his hands slid down my front and wrap around my waist.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Ask me anything you fucking want,” Luke says and puts his mouth to my neck.
“Who is Heather?”
“Heather who?”
“The Heather your mom talked about at dinner. I overheard when I took Paige to the bathroom.
Luke stops kissing me and we get into the shower. “Oh. She was Cole’s fiancée.”
“And he thinks it’s your fault she called off the wedding?”
“I introduced them. So, anything after that was my fault. All we know is that she said she didn’t love him enough to marry. I’m sure more shit when down, but Cole never told anyone.”
Warm water streams down on us. Luke runs his hands up and down my torso, and I think he wants to have sex again. Damn, that man does have stamina.
“How did you introduce them?”
“She was my partner on a school project. In high school.”
“Oh wow.” I grab the bottle of shampoo, going over the words Cole said about Luke taking everything he loved. “So, he liked her since then?”
“Yeah. Right away, but she didn’t feel the same until years later. They dated on and off in college, and then were serious for a while, obviously, before he proposed.”
“The breakup must have really hurt him,” I say, not because I feel bad for Cole right now, but because I suddenly see a logical—although morally wrong—reason for Cole having such hatred towards Luke.
If Luke was the reason for the breakup, that is.
And he can’t be. Because that’s not Luke. This man, this gorgeous fucking man, who’s standing naked before me, is not that type of person. I close my eyes and feel guilty for even thinking it.
“It did. I used to feel bad for him. I used to give him some leeway in his extreme douche behavior. But now…now I don’t. He didn’t even come see me when I was in the hospital after the accident. And I was there for a long fucking time. He didn’t call. Didn’t even send a fucking text.”
And now I see why Luke holds onto his anger. “That’s so shitty.”
“Yeah. Says a lot about him.” He looks away, anger in his blue eyes.
“So tomorrow,” I start and soap up my loofa. I turn to Luke and run it over his abs. He relaxes and all negativity leaves. “Your mom wants to see you again, right?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, I won’t rope you into it. We’re going out to dinner and then she’ll ask me a million questions. She’s not convinced I’ve recovered.”
I laugh. “I don’t mind going with. But I did promise the girls I’d take them to see a movie a while ago, and Paige doesn’t forget anything. She’s like an elephant.”
Luke raises an eyebrow. “An elephant?”
“They have really good memories.”
He smiles and shakes his head. “If you say so.”
We finish showering, dry off and get dressed, then get into bed. I hear Pluto’s tags jingling on his collar as he jumps out of Grace’s bed and makes his way to my room. He settles on the foot of the bed, looking at Luke and wagging his tail.
I twist my wet hair into a bun and snuggle up next to Luke. He’s dressed in Superman PJ pants and nothing else. He pulls me in and I rest my head on his chest, absent-mindedly tracing the tattoos on his chest with my finger.
This right here is everything I ever wanted. My girls are sleeping safe and sound in their beds. Even the dog is happy. And I have a wonderful man who loves me.
So why am I terrified it’s all going to fall apart?
I close my eyes and snake my arms around Luke. “I’m really happy.”
“So am I.” He hugs me tighter. “Sometimes I feel like I’m standing in the middle of a storm, and all this bad shit is raging around me. But when I’m with you, everything bad stops.”
I close my eyes, listening to his heart beating away. It’s such a simple moment, dressed in PJs and in my cluttered room, but it’s perfect.
And then Luke’s phone rings.
He tenses and stops breathing. I sit up, reaching over him for the phone on the nightstand. My blood runs cold. It has to be Caroline. No one else would call at this hour.
“It’s a New York number.” Relief floods through me, and I hand Luke the phone. He looks at it, but doesn’t move, doesn’t speak, until it stops ringing.
He was expecting Caroline too.
“It’s the bar. Probably asking if I can come in. Friday nights always get busier around now. I don’t need to answer.”
I nod set his phone back. I lay down, knowing what I’m about to say isn’t going to be fun. “You haven’t talked to Caroline, have you?”
“Nope. She’s called a few times.”
“You need to answer next time.”
He shakes his head and then sighs. “I know.”
I sit up so I can look at Luke as I talk. I take his hand in mine, rubbing my thumb in small circles on his palm. “I want us to stay together, and a lot of that depends on working through this. I don’t want to pressure you, but you need to come to a decision. I can’t be with you if you’re not here with me.”
He closes his eyes. “I know. And I want to stay here with you. That makes me a shitty person, I know.”
“No, not at all.”
“It makes me selfish, doesn’t it? If José hadn’t gone in after me, he’d be alive.”
I bite my lip, pushing a loose strand of hair back behind my ear. “I can only speak personally, and I’m trying to imagine if I asked Russ’s best friend to step in and raise the girls, and it would be weird. For me and for them. And what are her expectations? Does she think you’ll never have your own family? That you’ll always be the single guy who just hangs around the house helping with homework and playing catch after work? What if you were married and had your own kid? I understand you feel responsible, really, I do. And I’m so, so sorry. I can’t imagine how that feels. But you told me José wouldn’t want that. He wouldn’t want you to give up on your own life, right?”
Luke nods but doesn’t speak for a minute. “Leaving you isn’t right. It’s not just me…I’ve never had that before. Everything I’ve done, it’s always been for me. There was never an us and now…now there is.”
“It takes some getting used to,” I say gently.
He sits up and brings his face close to mine. “I’m not leaving you. I’m not going to disappoint the girls. I love you, and I care about them. I know we’ll be happy together. Now. A week from now. A year from now. I can’t see myself with anyone else.”
I close my eyes in a long blink and rest my forehead against Luke’s. He made a decision. He’s staying. Things will work out, but this mess is far from over.
“You have to tell her. You have to tell Caroline.”

“I’m so glad you were able to come out with us!” Martha says. She pestered Luke all day to invite us out to dinner. Luckily, his stepfather stayed at the house to talk with Cole. Really, Martha knew I wouldn’t come if Cole was here. “I know it’s a bit of a drive for you.”
“It worked out great,” I say, looking at Luke with the girls. We just got to the restaurant, and he took them to the little arcade section to play games while we wait for our food. “It was too nice today to see a movie so we dropped the dog off with my parents and went to the zoo. We were already out this way.”
Martha follows my gaze to Luke and smiles. “They seem to like him.”
“They love him, and they think he looks like Flynn Rider from Tangled, so he was cool in their book right away.”
“He does! I never realized it before. Probably because of the beard and tattoos,” she laughs. “And I’m glad. I know it’s not easy dating when you have kids, especially young ones. I didn’t even attempt to date for years. It was too overwhelming.”
“Yes, it was. I didn’t want to, but my friends pushed me to just get out there. I’m glad I did.”
“Has he told you about…about the fire?”
“Yeah. He did.”
Martha smiles, tears pooling in her eyes. “Good. He won’t talk about it to me. I know he feels very guilty for what happened to his friend.”
“He does, and I hate seeing him hurt.”
Martha puts her hand on mine. “I’m glad he has you. You’re a good person. I can tell. And Luke…Luke is special. He has such a big heart.”
“Can I ask you something that might be a little personal?” I blurt.
“Of course, honey. What do you want to know?”
“What happened to make Cole so angry at Luke?”
“I wish I knew. Cole’s always been jealous of Luke, but I chalked it up to normal first-child-syndrome. You know what I mean, right?”
“Yeah. Grace is going through a bit of a jealousy phase right now. I’ve worked with Cole for a long time, and he never so much as mentioned a brother. Not even when Luke got hurt. It was a big surprise to find out that they were related.”
“He’s a private person. Though I am surprised no one wondered where he went when he came to Chicago to see Luke in the hospital.”
Back up there a second. Luke told me Cole never came to see him. “Cole went to the hospital?”
“Yes, right away. He got on the first plane possible once he heard. That’s how I know that he really does care.”
I slide my strawberry lemonade in front of me. Why would Luke say Cole never came to see him? I thought the pieces had fallen into place, but it’s like a sudden gust of wind came out of nowhere and has scattered them about.
Again.
Our food comes, and I call the girls and Luke over, and make them all use hand sanitizer before they dig in. I’m not a germaphobe, but those arcade games are a little gross.
Paige and Grace ask Martha a million questions about Disney World over dinner, and Luke rests his hand on my thigh. This should be a nice night. Everything is happening like it should, yet I feel like I’m spiraling out of control. I want to trust Luke.
But things just aren’t adding up.
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LUKE
“I do not believe you one bit,” Lexi says, shaking her head. She’s staring straight ahead at the TV.
“I’m serious.”
“Years? You’re killing me!”
I laugh. “I think you’re just that bad.”
“Hah! I just shot a spiky shell your way.”
“Doesn’t matter because…ah! Just crossed the finish line.”
Lexi takes her eyes off the screen and shakes her head, laughing. It’s Sunday night and we’re playing Mario Kart at her house. The girls are in bed, and Lexi has work to do. We said we were done with the video game two rounds ago, but Lexi is dead set on beating me and won’t give up until she does. Part of me wants to let her win, but I just can’t do it.
Not when it comes to Mario Kart.
“It has not been years since you played this,” she says, coming in fifth, beating Princess Peach by half a second.
“It has. I got rid of my Wii because I didn’t use it that much. I just use the PlayStation.”
“We only have the Wii. Grace likes to play some games, but I don’t let her that often. She’s so young, and uses my phone or Kindle enough as it is.”
I set the controller down and stand, offering Lexi a hand. I want to keep playing, but don’t want her to be any more tired than she already will be tomorrow. “How long do you think you’ll be up?”
“No idea. Probably a while,” she groans. “Quinn sent me the beginning of her new book and is freaking out that it sucks. She goes through this with every single book she writes. Once I get her some critical feedback, she’ll mellow out. She’s a brilliant writer. But I need to do that tonight so I don’t fall behind on my work-work. I have a feeling Cole will be looking for anything to get mad about.”
“He’s such a fucking asshole.” I grab her around the waist. “Just quit. We’ll move to Florida and I’ll get a job at Disney signing autographs as Flynn.”
Lexi laughs. “I’ve always thought being a princess would be fun. Though I’m sure they deal with some crazy people.”
“I’m sure. Though I know Disney has great security. My mom tried to get me to move to Orlando and get a job there after the accident. She wanted me close so she could set me up.”
“Good thing I got you.”
“Just in the nick of time.” I kiss her neck. She moves her hands from my shoulders to my arms, and takes a step back.
“I don’t have an office, so I usually work in the kitchen. I have notes that I reference so I tend to take up a lot of space.”
“Will it distract you if I have the TV on? I can go upstairs.”
“Depends on what you’re watching. If it’s something good, I will get distracted.”
“I’ll probably watch the History Channel.”
“You can stay down here,” Lexi says. “Want anything to eat or drink?”
I follow her into the kitchen, grabbing a cookie from the bag my mom sent home with Lexi and the girls. Lexi sets up her stuff at the table, and I go back into the living room. The first floor of this house is an open concept. I can look over the sectional sofa and see Lexi tying away.
She has her blonde hair messily twisted into a bun on the top of her head, secured with a pen. Her eyes move back and forth from her printed notes to the computer screen, and then she picks up her phone and taps out a message on her phone. Just a second later, someone texts her back.
I watch her for a minute, finding her so fucking cute. She’s concentrating hard, and is making faces and mumbling to herself as she reads. I feel so lucky that she’s mine, that she gave me more than one chance to prove that I love her.
This is what normal couples do. We’re together yet doing different things. A routine is being established, and it’s more comforting than I ever fucking imagined. We’re together. And nothing is going to break us apart.

“Morning,” Lexi says, turning off her alarm and rolling over to face me. “Sorry if that woke you up.”
“It’s all right. I’d get up with you anyway. Because I can go back to sleep once you all leave.”
Lexi’s eyes close. “That’s so unfair. I’m so tired I’m already looking forward to bedtime.”
“You’ll end up staying up again,” I tease and move her messy hair out of her face.
“I will.”
“I still think taking one sick day won’t hurt. Just one.”
“We have meetings Monday morning. I can’t miss unless I really am sick.” She puts her face in her pillow and groans. “Cole heads up the meetings. Maybe he’ll tell everyone at work about us on the counter. How does he know that? Oh my God, did he see?”
“No. I told him.”
“Why on earth would you tell him?” Lexi rolls over, lazily taking one leg out from under the blankets.
“I didn’t know you guys knew each other then. He was freaking out that the couch was contaminated from our love making. So, I told him it wasn’t the couch but the counter because he was sitting there eating.”
Her eyes fall shut again. “Wake me in five?”
“Want to make it ten?”
“I want to make it six more hours, but I have to get the girls up and ready for school.”
I plant a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll help.”
“Thanks,” she mumbles. I don’t know what time she went to bed last night. The TV kept distracting Lexi, so I went upstairs and turned it on in the bedroom. I ended up falling asleep before Lexi joined me. It had to be after two AM by the time she finally crawled into bed. And here it is, before six, and her alarm is already going off.
Lexi gets up and drags herself to the shower. I get dressed and head downstairs. The morning routine is too chaotic to actually be a routine, but I know the basics. The first thing I do is let Pluto out, fill his bowl with kibble, and let him back in. I open the fridge, set on making lunches for the girls, and see that Lexi already did last night.
She’s such a hard worker. I grab the lunch boxes and set them on the counter. The purple one isn’t zipped, and a napkin is sticking out. I’m about to shove it in and pull the zipper closed when I notice a message written on it.
Love you to the moon and back! Have a great day at school!
I smile at the note Lexi wrote for Grace. She’s a great mom, and I do want to have a baby someday. I’ll be the luckiest man in the world to have one with her.
Making breakfast is next on the agenda. Lexi told me the girls love scrambled eggs and toast, but she rarely has time to make it. While she’s busy getting dressed and then waking up her girls, I make breakfast and have it dished out and on the table by the time everyone comes downstairs.
“I like this sexy librarian vibe you have going on,” I whisper to Lexi, eyeballing her up and down. She’s wearing a black skirt and a pink blouse, and has her hair pulled up in a bun on the top of her head. Her makeup is done, and she’s wearing pearl earrings.
“It’s not too sexy, is it?”
“There is no such thing. You’re going to have to pencil in a lunch date with me on the ninth floor today.”
Lexi pours herself a cup of coffee. “That could be arranged. But it’ll have to be at like two. I’m meeting an agent at lunch to go over a new book pitch.”
“Your day sounds exciting.”
She shakes her head. “Unless some miracle book doctoring has happened, I’m going to be rejecting this book. Though I did get a pitch from an author I’ve worked with before. She’s great with sweet and steamy romance, even though she likes to end the first book in her two-part series with cliffies.”
“Cliffies?”
“Cliff hangers. It drives me nuts. I’m very impatient. I just want to know if the characters get a happily ever after or not. Her last book had the cutest couple and she ended book one with so many unanswered questions. It took forever to find out what happened to them. They made it in the end, but it was an angsty journey to get there.”
I laugh. “You talk about them like they’re real.”
Lexi widens her eyes. “You mean they’re not?” She downs her coffee and joins the girls at the table to eat. “Did you girls thank Luke for making your breakfast?”
“Thank you,” they say in unison. Paige is half asleep. Lexi said she isn’t a morning person, and I know she feels guilty making her go to daycare when she didn’t have to do that with Grace.
“Do you want to stay here?” Lexi asks me. “It’s nice coming home and knowing you’re here.”
“I can. It’ll be a good way to avoid you-know-who. Because I can’t promise I won’t kill him if I see him.”
Lexi nods. “I understand that. If you get a call from the police station, pick it up. You’ll need to bail me out of jail.”
“They don’t typically set bail for murder.”
“Dammit,” she mutters.
I laugh and help put dishes away. The rest of the morning passes in a blur. Lexi does the girls’ hair, loads the car, and then we all scramble around to find Grace’s notebook that she needs for school. I steal another kiss before Lexi leaves. Then I straighten up the house the best I can knowing Lexi will appreciate it when she comes home. I take Pluto for a walk, then shower and crash in bed. I fall asleep only to be woken up by my phone ringing.
It’s Caroline.
My heart pounds painfully. I’m about to put the phone down when Lexi’s words ring in my head. If I want things to work out between us, I have to talk to Caroline. I have to tell her that I’m staying here with Lexi and the girls.
I close my eyes and answer the phone. “Hello?”
“Luke?”
“Yeah, it’s me.”
“I’m surprised you answered,” Caroline says. “I’ve been calling you for days since we talked last.”
“I know. Why are you…” I trail off, not wanting to be insensitive. “I need to talk to you. I…I want to stay here. With my girlfriend. I love her.” The words spill from me, and it’s a relief to have said them, but I still feel bad. The day I sat and talked to José, I told him about Lexi and the girls. Caroline was in the room and heard it all. She knew I was in a relationship, yet she still asked me to move back to Chicago.
“I want you to stay, too.” Her words are slow and drawn out. Something isn’t right.
I sit up. “What happened?”
“José isn’t doing well,” she says, voice strained and high-pitched. “He’s had a fever for days that won’t go away. And the infection in the wounds keeps coming back. His skin is rotting.”
“Fuck.”
“Yeah,” Caroline breaks off, crying. I close my eyes, heart aching. “That’s not all. I had a specialist come in…he studies people in comas and does this thing with brain waves and questions…I don’t really know. But he told me José is aware of what’s going on. He asked him yes or no questions and got answers based on brain activity measured by a computer. I don’t understand it.” Caroline is crying again. I press the phone to my ear, desperate to know what’s going on with my best friend. “When he asked José if he was suffering or in pain, he said yes.”
My hands shake and I feel like I’m going to throw up.
“He asked him more questions and…and José doesn’t want to live like this anymore. When they asked him about taking him off the machines, he said yes. The doctor said it was clear. So, I talked with a hospice nurse today. She thinks it’s time.”
“Time. Time for what?”
“Time to let him go.”
Her words hit me so hard I have to lean back against the pillows. My stomach clenches and bile rises in my throat. This is what José wants, and he’s finally getting it. It’s what he wanted all along, what I begged Caroline to do months ago.
Let him go. Let him move on.
But now that it’s happening, I don’t want it to.
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah.” Caroline says something else but I can’t understand her through her sobs. I patiently wait for her to collect herself. “The doctor stopped all the machines today. José is getting around the clock pain meds, so he’s not suffering right now.”
“I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry, Caroline.”
“Luke, no one blames you. Please know that. When I talked about you, parts of his brain showed a sign of happiness. He doesn’t blame you. So, don’t blame yourself.”
I close my eyes and take in a shaky breath. “Yeah.”
“The nurse said it could happen soon or take a few days. Maybe more since he’s been breathing without the ventilator.”
I swing my legs over the bed, feeling dizzy as I stand. “I’m coming. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”



              
              


21
ALEXIS
“Spill.” Jillian perches on the edge of my desk, tapping her cute red heels against the wooden leg of my chair. “Something went down at that dinner, and I’m a little pissed you didn’t call and tell me.”
“Oh yeah…dinner.” I set my coffee down and shake my head. “Cole told his parents that Luke took me home from the bar with every intention of having a one-night stand.”
“You’re fucking kidding, right?”
“I wish I was. And he said it in front of Grace. She asked me what a one-night stand was.”
Jillian’s mouth opens. “I expected drama, but not that. What did Luke do?”
“He was holding Paige—she was sleeping in his arms—and that was the only thing stopping him from beating the shit out of Cole. He’s been staying at my house to avoid Cole.” I shake my head and sigh, reaching for the coffee. I got it from a little stand on the sidewalk on the way in so I could avoid the break room. “I don’t know how I’m going to make it through the meeting, Jill. I’m so pissed and pretty embarrassed.”
“I’m actually speechless. You know how this never happens. But I can’t come up with words other than fuck! Why did he say it?”
“I really don’t know. To embarrass Luke? He’s so confident I don’t think he’d care, ya know? Luke just says it like it is. If someone asked how we met, I’m pretty sure he’d tell the truth. Not in front of my kids through. Maybe Cole did it to embarrass me. Because it was so awkward. Like ‘hi, I’m dating your son and you were hoping we’d settle down and have babies someday but I’m actually a giant slut who went home with him after five minutes of talking.’”
“It was more than five minutes. But damn, Cole is just an ass.” She looks out the door, making sure no one is eavesdropping. “Do you think he likes you? I know it’s fucking ridiculous and is total rape-culture to say that boys pick on girls when they like them, but do you think that could be part of it? He doesn’t want you with Luke because he wants you.”
“He never showed any interest in me until Luke and I dated. And trust me, I would have noticed. There was a time I hoped more than anything he’d give me his attention. Though I didn’t want it like this, that’s for fucking sure.”
I’m flustered and hot. My cheeks are red, and the coloring goes down over my chest. I grab a book off my desk and use it as a fan. “I might say I have horrible cramps or something to get out of this meeting.”
“That might be a good idea this time. But he won’t say anything in front of all of us. And if he does, I have your back, girl.”
“Thanks.” I let out a sigh. “It’s just one thing after another. I didn’t tell you, but Luke and I hit a little rough patch and things didn’t seem good for a while. Now they are and I just want to focus on us and not this stupid drama.”
“I hear you on that. Cole just won’t stop. You never found out why he hates Luke so much?”
“Nope, and I even asked his mom.”
“That’s weird, Lex. Weird and complicated.”
I sigh. “I know. But Luke is worth it.”
“And a rough patch you didn’t tell me about? What the fuck, dude?”
I wave my hand in the air. “Yeah. We’re working on it though. We’ll be fine.”
“You better be. You two are my favorite couple. I’m starting to like you more than I like my couple status. Ohh! Double date this weekend? I really want to go a club and dance!”
“That sounds fun. Kara wants to do something too.” I look through the open door. “And it’s time to go meet my destiny.”
We stand and Jillian loops her arm through mine for support. Cole is already in the conference room, and turns the other way when I walk in. I sit in my usual spot and cross my arms, staring down at the notebook in front of me.
Melissa from marketing gets started, passing out a sheet with updated release dates and promotion plans. Right away I notice something is wrong.
“Katie James isn’t ready to publish this soon,” I say, heart leaping into my throat. “She hasn’t even settled on a new title yet. And why is her budget cut in half?”
Melissa looks at me like I should know this, and as the editor for Katie, I should. “No one told you?”
“No. I know nothing about marketing and budget changes.”
“Oh, well the heads of the departments talked, and some feel it’s not the right time for this kind of book. We have a slew of others coming out that are more marketable.”
“Paranormal romance is on the rise, and TV networks have reached out to us looking for manuscripts exactly like this.”
“It wasn’t my call,” Melissa confesses and flicks her eyes to Cole.
“You did this?” I ask him. My harsh tone takes everyone by surprise.
“Yes. As your boss, I have the authority to do so.”
“But the book is good. Really good. It will sell well.”
Cole won’t meet my eyes. “I have a gut feeling about this one and don’t think it’s worth the marketing dollar.”
My mouth opens but no words come out. Cole is looking right over my head, and his avoidance of me is obvious. “Why are you doing this?” I finally whisper. “You know that book will sell.”
“I don’t trust your judgment.”
“I have a great track record with the books I chose.”
Cole shakes his head, still not looking at me. “Maybe in the past, but as of lately, I question it.”
I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. “This is ridiculous.”
Cole slams his notebook onto the table. “In my office. Now.”
Anger flashes through me. I grit my teeth and stand. I march past Cole and get to his office first, going to the window. The door shuts and I whirl around, facing Cole.
“Don’t question my authority,” he starts.
“I’m not!” I throw my hands up, totally exasperated. My nerves are tingling. I hate confrontation of any kind. “This has nothing to do with your authority and everything to do with you being mad I got back together with Luke. You’re taking it out on Katie, which is totally unfair.”
“She’s still getting her book published and I believe she got a very decent advance for a debut author.”
“The book deserves more! You’re mad at me, I get it. Then take it out on me and not the book. It will sell. I’ve never been wrong about a book before.”
“There’s a first time for everything and I really do question your judgment. Obviously, you’re unable to look at anything without your emotions getting in the way.”
“Cole, stop! There are no emotions in this book. Well, there are, but you know what I mean. You’ve been a giant ass to me—”
“You watch your tone. I’m your boss.”
I look up through tear-filled eyes. “Yeah, you are. And you told my daughter that her mother had a one-night stand on the kitchen counter. You know how fun that’s gonna be when she mentions it to her father? Her father who’s been threatening me for custody? Luke was right about you, and I don’t know if I can work here anymore.”
Cole’s face pales. “I didn’t think about your kids—”
“No shit! You only think about yourself.” I bring my hand to my face, wiping away tears. I cry when I’m angry, and I hate it. “I told you…whatever you and Luke have between you is between just you two. Leave me out of it.”
“My God, Alexis, when are you going to realize that he’s not a good person? It’s so easy to be mad at you but really, I just feel sorry for you. He pulled you in. Made you think he loved you. You’re not the first woman he’s done this to, and I promise you, you won’t be the last.”
“You’re wrong about him.”
“Am I?” He shakes his head and looks out the window. “You don’t know the half of it.”
“Then tell me. Fucking tell me. Because this empty threat is really getting old.”
Cole whirls around. “My fiancée left me for him.”
The words are like a sucker punch to the face. “What?”
“My fiancée left me for him,” Cole repeats, each word eating him up. He doesn’t want to admit it. Doesn’t want anyone to know that he got dumped for Luke.
“That…that doesn’t make Luke a bad guy. He might not have had anything to do with it.”
“He denied it too. I asked him if they were involved and he said no. But when Luke was in that accident, she was there. I got to the hospital to see her in his room, sitting next to this bed, holding Luke’s hand. How the hell would she know what happened if they weren’t involved? How did she get into the ICU if she didn’t have a relationship with Luke? She lied. He lied. She came all the way from New York to Chicago to be with him. She got there before me, and I came as soon as I could. Don’t you get it? Don’t you finally fucking get it? Luke played you just like he played me. He caused my fiancée to call off the wedding because she thought he loved her. It’s not bad enough he hurt me, but he hurt her too. Because I turn around and there you are, hanging off his arm as his next victim.”
“That can’t be true. Luke wouldn’t do that.”
“He did. It’s time you see him for what he is, Alexis! He’s not the good man you think he is. He’s a self-centered ass who takes whatever he wants with no regrets.”
I blink, suddenly back in the bar the very first night I met Luke. He told me he doesn’t regret anything from his past. He told me he sees what he wants and goes for it.
And he always gets what he wants.
I hate that this makes sense. Luke told me Cole never came to visit, but their own mother said otherwise. She had no reason to twist the truth.
“No,” I say, but my voice dies in my throat. “No…no.”
“I’m sorry it took so long for you to see it. I’m sorry your kids are involved. But I did warn you. This is who he is. He leaves. Comes back when it’s convenient for him. Then leaves again. Takes whatever the hell he wants because that’s who he is. He’s not a good person.”
Tears roll down my face. “Neither are you.”

I sit in my office, door closed, and stare at my computer. Tears freely run down my cheeks, and I don’t care. I’ve been replaying everything in my mind, and it makes sense. And now that I know the truth, I can’t see anything other than the connections.
I fold my arms over my desk and put my head down. Luke hasn’t been lying to me. He’s not going to ghost away all of a sudden and find another woman. He loves me. I know he does.
I scroll through Instagram and Twitter, needing a distraction. My heart won’t stop racing and my stomach is cramping from nerves. I set the phone down and try to focus on work.
I open my inbox only to close it again. The more time that goes by, the sicker I feel. I let out a breath and try my email again. There’s an email from the agent I was supposed to meet today. She got hit with the flu and can’t make it. She asked to reschedule for sometime next week. There’s nothing keeping me at the office today.
“Fuck it,” I say and stand up. I shut off my computer and grab my purse. I set my jaw and walk out of the office. People stop talking and look away. Yeah, it’s awkward as fuck since the whole office knows I had a fight with Cole. No one knows what it’s about, though.
I keep walking, not stopping until I’m at the subway. I stare straight ahead, trying my best not to think about anything. I just need to go home. I need to see Luke. Feel his lips against mine. Hear him tell me he loves me.
Everything will be okay.
I call Luke, and get his voicemail. That doesn’t mean anything. His phone could have died. He’s not ignoring me. He wouldn’t do that. Not again.
The second I’m parked in my driveway, I race out of the car and into the house. Pluto jumps up at the door, yipping with excitement. I expect to see Luke come over, grab the dog, and wait for me. But he doesn’t.
The knob is locked, but the deadbolt isn’t. I unlock the door and step in, petting Pluto.
“Luke?”
He doesn’t answer.
“Luke, are you here?”
I hurry up the stairs. He could be sleeping.
He’s not.
Nor is he in the shower.
That doesn’t mean anything. He likes to work out and might have left to get food. This doesn’t mean something bad happened. I go back downstairs and notice my laptop has been moved and is on the island counter. I open it, and my heart drops right out of my chest.
The internet browser was left open. I look at it, blink, and feel sick all over again. If this information is correct, then Luke bought a one-way plane ticket and is headed to Chicago right now.
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LUKE
I swallow the lump in my throat for the millionth time. My heart hasn’t stopped racing since I got the call, and the closer I get to Chicago, the more I feel like I’m going to throw up. I look out the plane window, watching the ground come into view. We’re getting ready to land.
I didn’t pack a bag, and my lack of luggage got me stopped by security. I almost missed my flight, which made calling Lexi before boarding impossible. I stare down at my screen. My phone is in airplane mode and I can’t call Lexi yet. It’s killing me not to. I decided to wait until after her meeting with that agent to drop this bomb on her. There’s no point in upsetting her, and if she wasn’t able to answer, this isn’t the kind of thing I want her to hear in a message.
The plane bumps along the runway, and I’m sitting straight up in my seat, waiting to get up and run out of here.
I need to call Lexi.
I need to get to José before he dies.
I’m hit with emotion again, and a wave of nausea comes over me. I close my eyes and lean back. The thought of Lexi soothes me. I long for her arms to wrap around me, to hear her laugh, to feel her lips.
It takes forever to leave the plane and get to the airport. It’s after noon, so I call Lexi. Her phone goes straight to voicemail. Maybe she’s still at lunch. I hang up and will call her later. I need to hear her voice. Fuck. I rub my forehead but keep going, getting a cab to take me to the long-term care facility. Lexi will call me when she’s able, and I’d rather wait until she’s not crazy busy to give her this bad news.
I pay the cabby and move toward the double doors of the building. My chest tightens and suddenly, I can’t move. Can’t reach for the door. I stare at my reflection in the glass.
This is the last time I’m going to see José.
Emotion hits me hard and I’m not sure I can do this. I try Lexi one more time. The call goes straight to voicemail again. I take a deep breath and repress like I usually do, making it possible to go inside. I cross the lobby and take a right turn, going down the hall to José’s room.
It’s empty.
I’m too late.
I put my hand on the doorway, pain radiating in my heart.
“Luke?” someone calls. I turn and see the Fire Chief from our department coming down the hall. “He’s down here.”
I blink, not sure if I imagined this or not. I haven’t seen the Fire Chief Jeff McMann in months. I haven’t seen any of the guys from the department. Not since I left.
“They moved him to a bigger room,” he says. I nod and move toward him. “We’re all here.” He claps me on the back in a half-hug. “It’s good to see you. Wish it was under different circumstances.” He takes a step back and looks me up and down. “You look good. New York’s been treating you well.”
“A certain woman in New York has.” I look past Jeff. “How is…what’s going on?”
“They got him drugged up. He’s not feeling any pain. So now we wait.”
“How’s Caroline?”
Jess lets out a breath. “She has her moments. She’s keeping busy making sure he’s comfortable until…until it’s time.”
“Fuck.”
“Yeah. I always liked you boys. I remember the first day you two walked in together, so young and confident. I thought the two of you together would be screw-offs. College friends, working together…it was a recipe for disaster. But not you two.” His eyes get misty and mine do too. “You two were damn good firefighters. You know you’re always welcome back.”
I nod, knowing if I start talking about Lexi I might have my very first emotional meltdown. I turn my phone to silent, disappointed when I see Lexi hasn’t called back, and go into the room.
José looks worse than when I saw him last. Paler. Thinner.
Miserable.
Caroline is right: it is time.
Everything feels surreal. The room is filled with friends and family. We talk to him, about him, remember the good times. I tell stories about the two of us in college, raising hell and having fun. People laugh. People cry. Caroline doesn’t leave his side.
It’s the weirdest thing, sitting here, waiting for him to die.
The nurse comes in every two hours to check on him, turn him, and give him more pain medication. Time passes slowly, yet is too fleeting. I don’t want him to pass on, yet I do. It’ll end his pain and suffering. He can move on.
One of the guys from the fire department brings food around six. I’m surprised to see how much time has passed when I leave the room. It feels like I’ve been sitting there next to my best friend for an eternity while seeming like I just got here minutes ago.
I grab my phone from the chair where I left it, and see I have a text message from Lexi.
Lexi: I don’t know what happened, but I know you’re gone. You promised you wouldn’t leave, but you did. And I know about Heather, and how she left Cole for you. I tried calling and you didn’t answer. I miss you, and I love you. But I don’t think I can do this. I thought we were on the same page but I guess we’re not. I want you in my life, but it doesn’t seem like you want me in yours.
I stare at my phone, reading to the end of the message too fast, hoping to see a giant “just kidding!” and know she doesn’t mean this. I reread the message once. Twice. The bile rises in my throat again, and I’m suddenly dizzy. I take a few quick steps into a sitting area, and sink down onto a hard foam sofa.
I can’t breathe.
What the hell is happening? Why does Lexi think Heather left Cole for me? I haven’t seen Heather since the Thanksgiving before she called things off. She had a schoolgirl crush on me when we were younger, but I made it very clear I wasn’t into her then, and certainly not now.
Cole. It has to be motherfucking Cole.
So many emotions pump through me. My best friend is actively dying. I just lost the love of my life. And my stupid fucking brother has committed the ultimate betrayal. My ears ring and little black dots fill my vision. I close my eyes and shake my head. Try to catch my breath.
I want to fucking murder Cole.
“Luke?” Caroline asks softly. I open my eyes and find her a few feet away. She’s holding her belly, looking at me with concern.
“I’m fine,” I say and shake my head. “Well not fine, but…”
“I know what you mean. Is your girlfriend coming?”
“No.” The word leaves a hole in my heart. “No, she’s not.”
Caroline nods. “Can I sit by you?”
“Yeah, of course.” I scoot over, giving her more room. She slowly sits, leaning back and resting her hands on top of her belly.
“Once José…once he’s not here anymore, I’m going to live with my parents in Iowa for a while.”
“Oh…that’s probably good.”
“Yeah. I don’t want to be alone, and my mom is in full grandma-mode. José’s mom said she can come up that way anytime I need her as well. We’ll be okay. Somehow.”
“You will. And you know you can always call me. I’ll answer from now on. I’m sorry—”
“Don’t apologize. We all handle things in different ways.” She stands. “You should eat, even if you’re not hungry.”
My head moves up and down and I stand. Putting food in my stomach probably isn’t a good idea right now. I still feel like I’m going to throw up. Everything has fallen apart. Everything is gone, everything is broken.

I walk through my Chicago apartment at midnight. The nurse encouraged everyone to go home, shower, and get some rest. José was holding steady, making her think it could be another few days before he passes on. The door closes behind me and I turn on the lights.
I cleaned this place the last time I was here. Not well, and there’s a collection of empty beer bottles on the table. I drop my keys on the floor and walk to the table. Anger surges through me and I stride over, letting out a yell as I shove them to the floor. I turn and punch the wall, fist going through the drywall. My knuckles are bleeding but I don’t feel any pain.
Or maybe I do, but it’s so minor compared to my broken heart it doesn’t even register. I pace to the window and look out at the city below. I walk back to the door, broken glass crunching under the sole of my boots. I grab my phone and call Cole. To my surprise, he answers.
“What the fuck did you do?” I demand.
“Nothing.”
“Then why the hell does Lexi think Heather left you for me?”
“Because she did!” Cole exclaims. A beat passes between us. “She did.”
“That’s not my fault,” I say through gritted teeth. “I had nothing to do with it.”
“You are full of shit! It had to do with you the whole time! You knew she liked you, don’t even fucking deny it.”
“I was sixteen when she liked me! What did you want me to do? I never even made a fucking move.”
“You knew she liked you, and every time I’d get her closer to me, there you were again, trying to take her away.”
“That’s not fucking true. I never wanted her like that. Ever.”
“So now she’s not good enough for you?”
“No,” I shout. “She’s not!”
“You’re such a fucking liar, Luke. If you never wanted her, then why was she at the hospital?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The hospital, Luke. After you fell…I went to see you and she was there. Sitting next to your bed, holding your hand. How did she know you were there? How did she get in?”
“She was never there.”
“I fucking saw her! Stop lying. It doesn’t matter anymore. Lexi knows the truth. She’s done. You don’t have to fucking lie anymore. There’s no one left to fool.”
“But she was never there. I never saw her.”
“Funny. I think I’d know what my fucking ex-fiancée looks like.”
I shake my head. “When did you come?”
“You’re totally missing the fucking point here, Luke! It doesn’t matter when. She was there. After you had sworn you weren’t involved. She was fucking there. I saw the way she looked at you. The way she touched your hand and cried. That’s not how people who aren’t involved act! Fuck you, Luke. You got exactly what you deserved. Don’t come here tonight. I changed the alarm code. You come here, and I’ll tell the police you’re breaking in.”
He hangs up and I’m left shaking. My head throbs and my heart hurts even worse. I think back to my hospital stay. I was unconscious for the first three days and then under heavy pain medication for the next few. I don’t remember the first week at all. If she had come to see me, I didn’t know it.
I sink down onto the couch and put my head in my hands. Everything makes sense. Cole had his heart broken and had to deal with the mess and embarrassment of canceling a wedding. He’s never liked me. Thinking Heather left him to have a secret romance with me, well…it explains his hatred.
And if Lexi believes that I had an affair with the woman engaged to my very own brother, she’ll never forgive me. She’s made it very clear how important family is to her, and I know how she feels about people who cheat…and she’d see this betrayal as completely unforgivable.
And I have no idea how to make her see the truth.
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ALEXIS
I bring my knees to my chest, pain radiating through me. I’ve been crying since I texted Luke a few hours ago. My heart is in a million tiny pieces and each broken, sharp edge digs into my soul.
I don’t understand how things could go so wrong. How I could fall for a man who had an affair with his brother’s fiancée. A man who promised he’d never leave me, and is gone.
A man who said he loved me. A man I believed.
The girls knew Luke was more than my friend. They liked him. Trusted him. They’re going to be so disappointed, and they are going to see me upset. Because as hard as I try, I can’t stop crying.
I want to scream and throw things. Curse Luke’s name. But I can’t get up. Can’t move. I can hardly breathe. My eyes hurt from crying. I want to curl up in my bed with a bottle of wine, not coming out from under the covers until the pain is gone.
I’d never come out.
Luke was the real deal. The love of my life. The one who made all the bad in my past make sense because without it I wouldn’t have found my way to him. But now I’m standing at the end of the broken road and I’m alone.
I’m alone and I’m shivering and scared and I have to face the fact that this is how I will always be.
Broken.
Alone.
There is nobody out there who could compare to Luke. Even if there were, I wouldn’t want them. I want Luke.
I love him.
Not being with him hurts. It hurts more than I ever imagined, and I don’t know if I can handle this. I love him and I want him and I wish bad things could work out.
But they won’t.
He promised he wouldn’t leave me again, and he did.
I break down into sobs, pressing my face into a couch pillow. Pluto jumps up on the couch next to me, licking my tears.
“Thanks, boy,” I sniffle. I wrap my arms around him and close my tear-soaked eyes. I take a shaky breath in and hug Pluto close to me. “At least I have you, right?” Images of Luke flash before me, and I’m hit with another wave of pain so intense I think my heart might stop beating.
What I had with him was epic. We connected on every level. The sex was phenomenal. We could talk about anything. He got along great with my kids. Everything seemed so damn perfect. I should have known. I should have known that I’d never get perfect.
Pluto jerks up, hearing someone at the backdoor. I freeze, heart racing. Someone opens the door to the kitchen. I sit up. Luke. It has to be Luke. He’s back and he’s sorry and everything will be okay!
“Pluto!” a female voice calls. Oh, right. It’s Poppy, and she’s here to take Pluto for his daily walk. I hunker down on the couch, not wanting her to see me. There’s no way I can pretend to be okay right now.
“Hey, buddy,” she says to Pluto. His tags jingle together as he wags his tail. “Ready to go for a walk? I recalibrated the scrambler so they can’t hear my thoughts anymore. I’m working on one for you, too. It’ll block any implants they put under your skin.”
I hold my breath and wait for her to leave. I like Poppy. She might think the government is watching her every move, but she’s been a lifesaver to Pluto once I started working full-time. The door closes and I push myself up off the couch, wiping my eyes, and trudge upstairs to my bedroom.
My bed is made, and it’s only because Luke made it. I stare at it, tears filling my eyes, and turn and walk down the hall. I can’t lay in my bed. I shared that bed with Luke this morning. I thought I’d be sharing it with him again tonight.
I climb into Grace’s bed instead, moving her stuffed animals out of the way. I curl my legs up and bite my lip, trying to hold in my tears.
I fail.

My phone rings, and I sit up, feeling disoriented. I’m still in Grace’s bed and I’m not sure if I fell asleep and was dreaming. Luke was with me, saying he was sorry, and somehow, I knew he meant it.
Being awake is the nightmare.
For a split-second I hope it’s Luke. I want to tell him how fucking pissed I am, and I want him to tell me he loves me and is coming home.
Home.
This isn’t his home. He said it himself, he never intended on staying here. I guess he just realized it this morning.
Then I remember that I blocked Luke’s number. He could call me from another phone, and yes, I’m hoping he is.
But he isn’t, because Russell is calling instead. I sigh and answer. He’s probably going to pester me about time with the girls this weekend or something.
“Hello?” I say, voice hoarse from crying.
“Hey, Lex. Are you busy?”
“No, not really. Why?”
A second passes. “Are you okay?”
Tears fill my eyes. Again. “Yeah. I’m just, uh, tired. What’s up?”
“My mom just called. Dad isn’t getting out of the hospital today like he thought he would. He bloodwork didn’t come back normal, so they’re keeping him.”
“Oh, that’s awful. Is he okay?”
“Yeah, Mom said the doctors need to adjust a medication, but it could take a few days to get the results they need before he can go home. He’s pretty down, so Mom asked if I could bring the girls over after school to see him.”
“Sure.”
“Really? You’re not going to argue with me?”
“Nope. Just call and have the teacher let Grace and Paige know to find you and not me after school. Bring them home before dinner.”
“This is unexpected.”
“Whatever, Russ.” I’m too defeated already to argue with Russell.
“What, are you wanting some alone time with that boy-toy?”
The tears spill down my cheeks. “He can’t be a boy-toy because he’s older than me,” I say quietly. And he can’t be a boy-toy because he’s not here. He left me, just like you did.
“You sure you’re okay, Lex?”
“What do you care?” I shout, voice breaking. “When have you ever given a fuck about me?”
“Whoa, don’t freak out.”
“Bye, Russell. Don’t forget to call the school.”
“Lex, wait.”
“What? What else could you possibly want?”
“I want to know if you’re okay.”
I shake my head and sniffle. “You’d love for me to say I’m not, wouldn’t you? You’d love to hear how I’m struggling or sad or how things aren’t working out for me, right?”
“Lex…no. I know we’ve had our differences—”
“Differences? Hah! You’ve been nothing but an asshole to me for years!”
“You’re not a fucking saint.”
“Oh, stop it! I’m not arguing with you, Russ. Are you going to call the school or not?”
“Yes, and Lex?”
“What?”
“I’m sorry.”
I roll my eyes. “Right. Anything else you’d like to add?”
“No.”
“Good. Tell your dad I said I hope he feels better soon.” I hang up and throw the phone on the mattress. I miss the girls already, and knowing it’ll be a few more hours until I see them again hurts. But I need those hours to pull myself together. They don’t like seeing me cry, and both get freaked out seeing me break down. They saw it enough already. Life isn’t rainbows and puppies, but they are still so young and innocent. I don’t want them to have any more heartache than they already do.
I get out of Grace’s bed, putting it back the way it was, and go downstairs. Pluto is sleeping on the couch, tired after his hour-long walk with Poppy. I sit next to him, stroking his golden fur and just stare out the window, not looking at anything in particular. Tears fall from my eyes, and it’s a wonder I still have any left to cry.
I don’t know how much time passes. My chest hurts, my head pounds, and my heart has been crushed into a bloody pulp. My phone rings, and it takes a few seconds for the ringtone to register.
It’s Jillian. I automatically answer and put the phone to my ear. But I can’t talk. Because if I open my mouth, sobs will come out.
“Lexi?” she says. “Are you there?”
“Yeah,” I croak out.
“What the hell happened today? I’m on my way over with wine and cake.”
My bottom lip quivers. I inhale, press my hand to my chest to steady myself. “Thanks.”
“Fuck, you’re crying. Is this because of Cole?”
“Not entirely. Luke and I broke up.”
“Oh, sweetie. Fuck the wine. I’m bringing whiskey. I’ll be there soon. I’m already on my way. Hang in there, babe.”
“I’ll try.” I hang up, set the phone down, and lose my battle with not crying until Jillian gets here. She hugs me, and the raw emotion on her face makes me cry even harder. She holds me, gently rubbing my back until I’m calm enough to sit at the island counter. She opens the box of cake, gets two forks out, and pours me a shot of whiskey.
“What happened?”
I stick my fork into the cake, getting a piece of the corner with the most icing. “He’s gone.”
“Luke?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
I shake my head, teeth chattering.
“And this has to do with Cole, right? Everyone is pissed at the way he talked to you, by the way. And he stayed in his office the rest of the day. He was still there when I left.”
I eat another forkful of frosting. “I know why Cole hates Luke, and I can’t say I blame him.” I set the fork down and grab the whiskey. I fill up my shot glass and shudder from the taste. “Cole was engaged, and his fiancée dumped him for Luke.”
“What the fuck?”
“And I guess Luke denied the whole thing, but when Cole went to see Luke in the hospital—he got seriously injured putting out a fire—he said his ex-fiancée was there with Luke.”
Jillian slides the whiskey in front of her, needing more to process this all. “Are you sure?”
“I think so. Luke told me Cole never came to see him in the hospital, but his mom said Cole did. Why would she lie or make that up? She had no reason to and didn’t know Luke told me that Cole didn’t come visit.”
“So, you confronted Luke about this and that’s why you broke up with him?”
“I can’t confront him because he’s not here. I called him and he didn’t answer, and that’s the real reason we can’t be together. Not that cheating with his brother’s fiancée isn’t bad enough or anything.”
“What do you mean?”
I grab the computer and open it. The internet is still on the airline page. “Luke bought a one-way ticket to Chicago.”
“Why would he do that?”
I shake my head. “I have no idea.” I put my head in my hands and sigh. “That rough patch we went through…it was because he just up and left for a week.” I say it and then feel bad. Luke didn’t leave me to go party with friends or have a guys’ weekend. He had a legitimate reason to go to Chicago, and paired with the anxiety and repressed emotions, I understand that freakout.
But this…this I don’t.
“He promised he wouldn’t do it again. Said if he needed to go back and see his sick friend he’d let me know first. He told me he wanted to stay in New York with me. He talked about getting a job and a house here. He promised he’d be with me. And he left. How many times can I forgive him? Fool me twice and all, right?”
“Fuck, Lex. I’m so sorry. I wish I had some divine wisdom to bestow upon you and make this better. But I don’t.”
My face breaks, and tears follow. “It hurts,” I gasp, hands flying to my chest. “It hurts so much.”
Jillian rushes over and wraps her arms around me. “I know, I know it hurts, honey.”
“How could I be so stupid? I thought he loved me.”
“I did too.”
“I wasn’t enough for him. I wasn’t enough for Russ. I’ll never be enough for anyone.”
“Shhhh,” Jillian soothes. “That’s not true.”
“Yes, it is,” I sob. “It’s my fault. I let him in. I let him in, and he destroyed me. And you know what I hate the most? I hate that I’m still hoping. I hate that I was so hungry for love, I ate all the lies he fed me. I want to hate him, but I can’t.”
“It’s going to be okay,” Jillian says, choked up on emotion. “Not today. Not tomorrow, but you will be okay. You’re the strongest person I know.”
“I’m tired of being strong. I’m tired of holding it together. For once I wanted someone to hold me.”
Jillian grabs the whiskey. I shake my head.
“No,” I say. “My stomach hurts.”
“Have some water,” she says. “You drank too much too fast.”
“It’s not that. It’s the butterflies…it’s like they all just died.”
“Oh, Lex…” Jillian wipes tears from her own eyes.
I take in a breath and shake my head. “I knew it was too soon. Too good to be true. Maybe I knew, deep down, really deep down, that it wasn’t going to work out. But it felt so real.”
“It was, Lex. I think it was. And I think he did love you.”
I look at her through my tears. “I think he did, too. But he still left and didn’t tell me.”

I open my eyes, bright sunlight streaming through the window. My mind isn’t awake yet, and for a split second, everything is okay.
And then it hits me.
My heart twists in pain and I put my hand to my mouth, muffling a sob. My whole body hurts, and it takes my breath away. I silently cry, tears relentlessly falling, making a puddle on my pillow. My alarm goes off, and I reach over and turn it off but don’t get out of bed.
I may be strong, but even the strongest people have breaking points. This wasn’t how it was supposed to end, yet I can’t imagine it going any other way. I’m starting to think I’m destined to be romantically alone.
Slowly, I sit up and put my feet on the floor. Maybe I should be thankful for the short time I had with Luke. He loved me then. I have to believe he did. Because I loved him.
I still love him.
My head is telling me to forget about him, and my heart is whispering to hold onto that hope for dear life and never let go. I don’t know what to listen to. I’ve always trusted my heart, and it’s always led me to a world of hurt.
I guess I need to wait for my heart to accept what my head already knows is the truth.
I need to let Luke go. I need to forgive him, to move on and not wonder why I wasn’t enough. Not go crazy thinking about how things went wrong overnight to make him leave.
“Get outta my room!” Paige shouts, her sleepy voice coming down the hallway. I blink myself to reality and get up, dizziness hitting me as I move. Jillian stayed last night until Russ brought the girls home. She told them all that I had food poisoning and couldn’t come downstairs.
“Baby, what’s wrong?” I ask.
Paige is sitting up, eyes half-shut, and is staring at the wall. I sigh and hurry in, sinking down onto her bed. I wrap my arms around her and gently pull her onto my chest. Paige wiggles and grumbles, but lays down.
“It’s okay, baby. You’re having a nightmare again.”
Paige slits her eyes open. “Mama. Snuggle me. Stay in my room.”
“I am. I’m here. I’ll always be here.”
My heart is broken and I’m bleeding from the inside out, but my girls are my tourniquet.
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LUKE
I wrap my arms around the toilet and lean over. Everything I drank comes out and my body shudders. The rancid taste of bile burns my mouth, but I can’t get up to get water. Not now. Not yet.
Everything hurts, and it’s not because of the cheap alcohol I drank. My best friend will be dead in just a matter of hours or days. And Lexi is gone.
I’m not sure what hurts more: losing her or knowing that she’s hurt. That she thinks I left her again, that I broke my promise and broke up my brother’s relationship.
Maybe I did.
I left Lexi. Not in the same sense, but I’m here. I got on that plane and flew to Chicago. I waited to call her, not wanting to ruin her day any more than finding all this out would. But maybe I should have. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. I didn’t want to miss my chance to say goodbye to my best friend.
And now I’ve lost them both.
I retch again, stomach painfully contracting. There’s nothing left to come up after this. I lean against the bathroom wall, feeling like I’m dying.
And Heather leaving Cole? Maybe I could have done more there too. I always thought she was bit crazy, but it fit perfectly with my asshole brother. She liked me once, and was always a bit too friendly whenever I saw her after that. But she was Cole’s fucking fiancée so I was nice. Never said anything. Maybe I should have told her to fuck off and to get her shit together.
I feebly reach for the side of the tub to pull myself up. I should get up, shower, and get back to the long-term care facility. My phone is next to me, and if anything changes in José’s stability, someone will call. I’m not far, only a five-minute taxi ride away.
I pull myself up, but instead of getting in the shower, stumble into the living room. I pass out on the couch, waking up a few hours later. I still feel the effects of the alcohol but am with it enough to panic. I check my phone and am relieved and saddened to see no missed calls or texts.
I close my eyes again and drift off for another hour or two. The alcohol has worn off by the time I wake up. I drag myself to the bathroom. There is one clean towel under the sink. I turn on the shower, letting it run a minute before I get in and quickly wash myself. It’s weird, how everything is here.
Soap, shampoo, towels. Clothes in my closet. Clean socks and shoes. I guess it’s good I left everything here. Like some universal sign that my life was destined to come back here, alone and broken.
I feel too sick to eat. Sick from grief. Sick from the booze. And sick from a broken heart.

“You’re not a Yankee’s fan now, are you?” Gabe, another firefighter from our department asks. I’m back at José’s bedside. He looks worse and worse as time goes on. I’m not wanting to rush his death, but I don’t want him to suffer anymore. We’re all here. What is he holding on for?
“No way. Cubbie for life.”
“Damn straight!”
We talk about sports for a while, remembering how much of a die-hard Bears fan José was. The two of us tailgated quite a few games and stood outside in sub-zero temperatures to see the team get their ass handed to them. Not long after that, the hospice nurses come in to clean and reposition José. We all move out of the room and into the sitting area down the hall.
“I hear you finally settled down,” Gabe tells me.
“For a little while, I did.”
“You’re not anymore?”
“No.” It’s all I can say about it without breaking down. I miss Lexi so fucking much. I leave to use the bathroom and get some water. When I come back, Caroline is standing by the door to José’s room.
“I thought I heard you say you’re not with your girlfriend anymore.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I tell her.
“Luke,” she starts. “What happened?”
“Nothing. Really, Caroline. You don’t need to even think about me right now.”
She frowns. “You’re still my friend, and you told me you both were happy. What happened? Oh my God, is it because of what I asked?”
“No, not at all. It just…didn’t work.”
“Do you miss her?”
“Yes.”
Her eyes go to the closed door. “Get her back. Life is too short to go through it alone.”
“I would, but there’s been too many twisted lies. Cole made her believe his fiancée dumped him because I wanted her to, and that we cheated together while they were engaged.”
“You didn’t even live in New York while they were engaged.”
“Exactly. I only saw her at holidays.”
“Tell your girlfriend that.”
“She doesn’t want to talk to me.” I close my eyes and shake my head. I won’t mention how coming here was the final straw. There’s no use upsetting Caroline more than she already is. “Please, don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
Caroline nods. “Right.”
She doesn’t believe me. And I don’t believe me either.
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ALEXIS
I get in the elevator and move to the back. I look down at the coffee in my hands, doing my best not to think. Grace almost missed the bus, and Paige was late to school. I’m barely keeping it together.
It’s not fair how everything around me is falling apart and yet the world keeps spinning. Life is still going on around me and I’m scrambling to keep up and not come completely apart.
The elevator stops at my floor and it takes effort to get out. It’s going to be awkward enough dealing with leaving work after a fight with the boss yesterday. I turn my head down and walk into my office, shutting the door as soon as I’m in.
I get right to work, welcoming the distraction. Though, it’s not enough of a distraction. I can’t think about anything but Luke. I stare at my computer, scrolling up and down through my inbox. An hour goes by and I’ve done nothing.
I grab my coffee. It’s cold, and I’m leaving my office to reheat it. I take in a breath, and turn on music. I have different playlists to suit my mood based on what type of book I’m reading. I shouldn’t, but I go to my “ugly-cry” list. I make it through twenty-two seconds of OneRepublic’s Let’s Hurt Tonight before I start crying.
I wipe my eyes and pull my compact mirror from my purse. I don’t give a shit about how I look, and my unwashed, messy hair proves it, but I don’t want people to ask questions.
I only put mascara on my top lashes, trying to mask my pain. I wipe it all off and lean back in my chair, looking up at the ceiling. Am I going to feel this way the rest of my life? How many times can I have my heart broken like this before it stops working?
And Luke…I shouldn’t even wonder. I shouldn’t want to know if he’s hurting. I’m worried something happened to José to make Luke leave like that. But he promised. He promised he wouldn’t just take off again. And that’s on top of the fact that he caused his brother’s fiancée to leave him. God, I’m so stupid when it comes to love.
I work through lunch. My stomach grumbles, and on a physical level I’m starving though I have no desire to eat. I finished my cold coffee and have to pee. I ignore that urge for as long as I can, and then have to quickly dash to the bathroom.
My eyes are on the floor the entire time, not wanting to risk making eye contact with someone. On the way back, I cross paths with Cole. We come to a standstill right in the middle of the office. I flick my eyes up and look at him, instantly wishing I didn’t.
I automatically see the similarities he shares with his brother and my broken heart can’t take it. I grind my teeth and step around Cole.
“Alexis,” he says and I look back, shaking my head. A single tear falls and I turn around, hurrying to my office. I close the door and wipe my eyes, taking deep breaths to try to stay calm.
Someone softly knocks at the door. “Lexi?” Jillian calls before she comes in. “How are you holding up?” She closes the door behind her.
“I’m not. I miss him, Jill. I miss him and I’m worried about him just leaving like that. What if something bad happened? Maybe I’m being too hard on him? But he promised…and he made his brother’s fiancée break up with him. But maybe not. I…I don’t know.”
I break down despite how hard I try not to.
Jillian comes over and hugs me. “I don’t know either, Lexi. Does anyone when it comes to love?”
“Love is stupid,” I say through my tears.
Jillian gives me a sympathetic smile. “It really is. The dumbest thing we can do with our hearts is give them to someone else. Yet we do.”
My phone rings, and I turn to grab it from my desk. I don’t intend on answering it unless it’s about the girls. I look at the number and my dead heart flickers.
“Three-one-two,” I say. “That’s a Chicago number.”
“Answer it. I know you, and you’ll regret not answering it.”
I nod, hands shaking. I answer the call and put the phone to my ear.
“Hello?”
“Lexi?”
“Yes.”
“This is Caroline. We need to talk.”

I push my shoulders back and pull open the glass door. A bell chimes and I step into the upscale clothing store.
“Good afternoon,” a woman behind the counter says. “Can I help you find anything?”
“Uh,” I say, eyes darting around the overpriced children’s clothes. “I’m actually looking for someone. Is Heather here today?”
“She is. I’ll go get her.”
“Thanks.” I turn, looking at a display of really cute summer dresses. If they didn’t cost a hundred dollars apiece, I’d consider getting one for the girls.
“Hi,” Heather says, coming from the back. “Can I help you?”
I swallow my nerves and turn back around. “I hope so. I have to talk to you about something and it’s going to sound crazy. Please, just bear with me.”
Heather raises her eyebrows and smiles. “Okay.”
“It’s about Luke and Cole.”
The smile disappears. “Oh. Are they okay?”
“I’m hoping they can be. Which is why I’m here.”
Heather blinks and motions for me to follow her to the back of the store. “You’re Lexi, aren’t you?”
“Uh, yeah. How did you…?”
“I used to go to events with Cole. I always thought you were pretty so I remember you. Sorry, that sounded really creepy. I’m nervous. Are you sure Luke is okay?”
I tighten my grip on my purse. She asked about Luke. Not Cole. This isn’t looking good.
“Physically, he’s fine.”
“And Cole?” She looks down, guilty, as she talks about him. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”
“But you’ve seen Luke.”
She shakes her head and takes a tangle of her brown hair in her fingers.
“I don’t have much time,” I tell her. “So, I’ll just cut right to it. Did you and Luke have an affair while you were engaged to Cole?”
Her eyes widen. “No.”
“But you like him, right?”
“I do. I always have.”
My heart is hammering. “So, you broke up with Cole for Luke?”
She looks at me, eyes misty. “You must think I’m a terrible person.”
“No, I just need to know what happened. For Luke’s sake. Please, I know this is weird but please just tell me.”
“Uh, okay. And this is weird. I, uh…I’ve been in love with Luke since high school.” The words leave her mouth, and shock takes over her face. “I’ve never said that to anyone.”
“But you were engaged to Cole.”
She nods. “I loved him, too. And I thought that things could work. After Luke made it clear he didn’t want me the same way, I thought I could move on. Cole was great…everything I could ask for. But he wasn’t Luke. I tried. I really, really tried. But every time I saw Luke at holidays, I knew. I knew I was settling and that it wasn’t fair to Cole. I didn’t love him the way he deserved to be loved.”
“Did you tell him?”
“Tell him what?”
“That you loved Luke.”
Heather closes her eyes. “Yes. I shouldn’t have, but I thought being honest was best.”
Being told you’re only second best hurts. It really fucking hurts. I imagine how I would feel if Luke—a man I’d fallen head over heels for—told me he settled for me because he couldn’t be with the woman he truly loves…my sister. I think I’d hate Kara just as much as Cole hates Luke. “And you went to see Luke after the accident?”
“Why are you asking me this?”
“I’ll explain later. Please. I need to know.”
“Yes.”
“Did Luke know you were there?”
She shakes her head. “He was unconscious, so no.”
Relief washes over me. “How did you get there so soon?”
She fiddles with the display of clothes in front of us, folding and unfolding a pink t-shirt. “I was in Indiana for a friend’s baby shower and was only a few hours away from the city. Martha—Luke and Cole’s mom—posted a prayer request on Facebook for Luke. I still follow her page,” she admits. “I just wanted to make sure he was okay, you know.”
“Cole saw you there,” I tell her. “He saw you sitting there with Luke and has hated Luke ever since. When he saw you there with him, it hurt him. A lot. And he thinks that you and Luke had been messing around, and that you broke up with him so you and Luke could continue messing around. He thinks you broke up with him to be with Luke.”
Heather’s face pales. “Luke’s never done anything. I think he knew I still had feelings for him because he’d always avoid me at holidays.” She shakes her head. “They didn’t get along before…oh my God. I feel terrible.”
“You need to talk to Cole. Tell him what really happened.” I pull my keys from my purse. “Thank you, Heather. You have to make things right.”
“Wait,” she says when I turn to walk away. “Why? Why did you ask me all this?”
“Because I love Luke, too.”
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LUKE
The sun is starting to set, but the room already feels dark. José’s breathing has become irregular, which we were told is a sign that the end is closer. He didn’t want to live like this. He’s been suffering for months. But watching him slowly die is so fucking hard. Seeing Caroline say her final goodbyes is even harder.
She’s in bed with him, and moved his hand on top of her belly to feel the baby kicking. The room has grown silent, and the only sounds are the quiet sobs of José’s loved ones. My head is in my hands, and I’m trying my fucking hardest not to think about anything.
And then my phone rings, vibrating in my back pocket. I don’t allow myself to feel that glimmer of hope. Because it won’t be her.
Only, it is.
I get up and leave the room.
“Lexi,” I breathe.
“Luke,” she says and her voice brings tears to my eyes. “I’m so sorry. You left me and didn’t tell me why and…and I thought…I thought you didn’t want me anymore.”
“I will always want you. Fuck, Lexi, I love you so much.”
“Come outside.”
“What?”
“Come outside. Please.”
“How do you…” I trail off. It doesn’t matter how she knows where I am. And now I can’t get out there fast enough. I throw the doors open and there she is. The sun is setting behind her, and her blonde hair is glowing from the golden light. I run to her and she runs to me. My arms go around her and she holds me as tight as she can. My heart swells and I’m kissing her as hard as I can.
“You came to Chicago for me. Again.”
“I’d go to the end of the earth for you,” she whispers. I set Lexi down and run my hands over her. I have to be sure she’s really here, that I’m not imagining this. “I love you, Luke.”
I bring her to me again, masking my emotions by burying my face in her hair. I can feel Lexi’s tears through my shirt.
“I’m so sorry,” she cries, and I’m not sure what she’s apologizing for. It doesn’t matter. Because I’m sorry too.
“I should have told you,” I tell her. “I didn’t want to leave a message with bad news. And then I couldn’t get a hold of you. It never occurred to me that you’d think I left you again. I meant it when I said I never want to let you go.”
“I know. I know now.”
“Why are you here?” I ask. “How…?”
Lexi inhales and wipes her eyes. “Caroline called me. She said she got my number from your phone. She told me you dropped everything to say goodbye and the stuff with Heather isn’t true. And I know it’s not, because I tracked Heather down and talked to her. I seem to be pretty good at tracking down random addresses, I guess. She told me everything, and I told her she needs to talk to Cole. She needs to tell him that you two didn’t sneak around behind his back. She needs to make it right.”
I take her hand in mine and bring it to my lips. I can’t stop staring at Lexi. She’s so fucking beautiful, inside and out. “I don’t deserve you,” I whisper.
“Yeah, you do.” She steps closer and put her arm around me. “I missed you.”
“I missed you too. There is no one is this whole fucking world for me other than you. I can’t survive without you, Lexi. From the moment I saw you up on that stage singing, I knew there was something special about you, and I knew I wanted it. But I didn’t know how much I needed it. I didn’t know how much I was missing until I found you.”
“I thought that maybe the universe was trying to tell me something because all this bad shit kept happening and tearing us apart. And it was, it was telling me something. But it wasn’t saying that we shouldn’t be together. It was telling me that our love is stronger than anything it can throw at us.”
I kiss Lexi once more. “I’m never letting you go.”
“I won’t let you even if you try.” She looks into my eyes. “Should we go in or did he…”
I shake my head. “Not yet. He’s hanging on. The nurse told us that sometimes people hang on for a while even after life support has been stopped. Unfinished business or they’re waiting for a loved one to come. It could be a few days.”
“I’m staying. For as long as you need me.”
“Where are the girls?”
“My parents have them now, and then Russ is taking them for a long weekend. Pluto too.”
I take Lexi’s hand and walk back inside and into José’s room. Caroline looks up and I meet her eyes. I give her a small smile and a nod, letting her know how grateful I am she called. Lexi looks around the room, and tears fill her eyes when she sees José. I don’t need to ask to know that her heart is hurting for me having to deal with this. That’s the type of person she is.
We sit on a bench on the side of the bed. Lexi loops her arm through mine, holding on tight. I take her other hand in mine and grit my teeth. Being here is hard. Being here hurts.
But having Lexi with me makes it easier.
I look at my best friend and fight back emotion. You would have liked her, I mentally talk to him. You would have really liked her. She’s here, she’s with me. This is the shittiest way for you to meet her, but she’s here.
José takes in a rattled breath and it leaves his body with a shudder. He doesn’t take another.
“Baby?” Caroline cries. She sits up, eyes wide and tears rolling down her cheeks. “No. Not yet.” Her jaw trembles and she falls forward, hugging José’s body as she sobs. Lexi turns to me and wraps her arms around my shoulders. I close my eyes and rest my head against hers and I’m reminded how much I love her, how much I need her. She’s here. She’s with me. And I’ll be okay. A moment passes and then I open my eyes, looking at my best friend.
Was that what you were waiting for?

“You look good,” Lexi says with a small smile, smoothing out my jacket. She blinks back tears. “And I’ll be right here the whole time.”
I slowly let out a breath and take her hands in mine. “I know.”
“I love you. We’ll get through this.”
I blink, feeling like the dam could break at any moment. José gets laid to rest today, and it’s going to be a long day between the procession and the funeral. I’m reading a eulogy and am standing guard.
There’s a certain sense of peace knowing he’s not suffering anymore. And that peace makes me feel guilty for some reason. Lexi says it’s survivor’s guilt, and I think she’s right. She stayed in Chicago with me this whole time. We’ve been packing up my apartment and shipping stuff to New York, which has been a welcome distraction over the last few days. I’m going back with Lexi, and am unofficially living with her until I find my own place.
Lexi takes my hand when it comes time to leave, and doesn’t let go throughout the service until it’s time for me to go to the alter and read. The church is packed, full of citizens of Chicago who didn’t even know José but want to honor his memory and show their respect to the fire department.
When I get up and face the crowd, I look out at everyone here to remember José. The elderly woman we pulled from the fire is sitting in a wheelchair, tears streaming down her face. She catches my eye and mouths “thank you”. I look beyond her, needing to see Lexi. My parents are there with her, and behind them is another familiar face. A face I didn’t expect to see here.
Cole.
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ALEXIS
“Paige, wait. No, baby, let me help y—”
The carton of blueberries crashes to the floor and roll everywhere. Pluto runs over to see what kind of food he can steal and steps on the blueberries, smearing blue mush all over the kitchen floor. Paige looks down, horrified, and starts to cry.
“My blueberries! They’re all yucky!” Her head turns up and she sobs.
“No, no, they’re not yucky.” I set my coffee cup down and rush over, grabbing Pluto’s collar. “Get back, Pluto.”
Paige starts to move away from the fridge and steps on a blueberry. “It squished one! It hurts my tootsie!”
“Your foot is fine,” I say and drop to my knees, scrambling like mad to scoop up the berries. “Just go sit down.”
Paige takes another step and whacks her head on the open fridge door. She screams bloody murder. I’m sure it hurt, but come on kid. It’s not like she’s bleeding. Oh fuck, she is. Blood drips down her nose and I panic, dropping all the blueberries and scrambling to get a towel. I pull Paige onto my lap and bring the towel to her face. My heart is racing and I don’t remember what to do for nose bleeds.
Tip her head up? Pinch it?
“What’s going on?” Luke asks, rushing down the stairs and into the kitchen. “Oh shit,” he says, seeing me holding the bloody towel. “What happened?”
“She walked into the corner of the fridge.”
“Tip her forward,” he says and places his hand on Paige’s back. “That way the blood won’t go down her throat.”
“Okay.” I hold Paige’s little body close to mine and bring her forward. She’s freaked out and in pain and fights me, which results in a blood bath. All the blood ends up on me, of course. Luke brings me a clean towel to swap out the bloody one for. I let out a sigh and shake my head.
“Happy Monday,” I mutter. Luke laughs and starts picking up the blueberries, salvaging what he can. He puts them in a strainer and washes them, then cleans up the mess on the floor—and Pluto’s feet. It’s the first Monday since we’ve been back. The funeral for José was Friday, and we got back to New York last night. I’m tired and probably should have taken today off, but a week of lost work is stressing me the fuck out.
“Grace!” I call. “Where are you, sweetie?”
“She was brushing her teeth,” Luke says and puts some blueberries in a bowl for Paige. Then he grabs an icy from the freezer and a damp cloth. He kneels down and puts his hand on Paige’s.
“Can you be brave like Rapunzel and let me look at your nose? I know how to fix it.”
“Okay,” she cries, voice muffled by the towel. I carefully peel it back, expecting blood to keep pouring from her nose. Luke wraps the icy in the damp cloth and has her hold it to her face for a minute before he wipes away some of the blood.
“You might have a little bruise, but I think you’re gonna be just fine.”
I let out a breath, so glad Luke is here. “Thanks, babe,” I tell him.
He gently picks Paige up out of my arms. “You’re covered in blood, Lexi.”
I look down at my ivory blouse. “At least the blood stains cover up the coffee stains. I’ll go change.”
Luke sits down and Paige sits on his lap, holding the icy over her nose. He brings the bowl of blueberries closer and they both start eating them. I change, giving up on my shirt. I toss it in the bathroom trash and pull a pink t-shirt over my head instead. Jillian is going to give me hell for my outfit, I know. But I don’t care.
“Almost ready, sweetheart?” I ask Grace, peeking in the bathroom. She’s brushing her hair, watching herself in the mirror.
“Yeah. Are you picking me up today?”
“I am. Take the bus with Taylor and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Can Luke get me?”
Technically, he could in the sense that he’s here and available to go to the school at the right time. “He’s not on your list of people who can pick you up.”
“Can you put him on?”
“Um…you know what? Maybe I will. Soon. But then again, school is almost over for the year. Are you ready for summer?”
The subject change makes Grace smile. There’s only two weeks of school left until summer vacation and the girls cannot wait. And neither can I.
The rest of the morning passes in the usual chaotic fashion, but I get a kiss from Luke before I leave, which makes me very excited for coming home tonight.

“What the hell are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at home mourning or having sad, emotional sex or something?” Jillian says the moment she sees me. “And because of your loss, I won’t comment on your lack of fashion. A t-shirt? Really? It’s wrinkled.”
“That’s a comment,” I say with a half-smile. “And I don’t know, maybe? Luke’s doing all right. I think he’s ready to just get back to a normal routine too. Or in our case, establish one.”
We round the corner and stop in the break room to fill up on coffee and fruit. “So, he’s doing all right, does that mean you two are as well?”
“I would say so.”
“You’re trying not to smile.”
“It feels wrong to smile. We just got back from his best friend’s funeral. I shouldn’t be happy.”
“You’re not happy his friend is dead. You’re happy you two are back in the saddle.”
That makes me smirk. “I did enjoy having his apartment in Chicago to ourselves. But really…it’s nice having everything out in the open. There’s no more surprises, no hidden secrets to twist into lies or rumors. It’s just me and him and we’re happy together. We’ve still got some stuff to work on, but for now, we’re taking it one day at a time. And we want to be together no matter what.”
“Is he living with you?”
“I guess technically, but not officially. Cole showed up at the funeral. He and Luke talked and no one threatened to kill each other, so that’s a start. But after everything that happened, Luke doesn’t want to go back to living with Cole yet. He’s trying to keep the peace. He’s been looking for places in Brooklyn, actually.”
“Oh, wow. Why don’t you just have him stay with you?”
I shrug and pour coffee into my travel mug. “That’s a big step and we’re in no rush. It’s too soon to move in together.”
“You say that, but I hear the question in your voice.”
“I like him being there,” I confess. “I like going to bed with him next to me. I like waking up to his arms around me. And having him help get the girls ready in the morning keeps me sane. Saner, I guess. I know I’m always going to be a little crazy.”
“I wouldn’t have you any other way, Lexi.”
“Thanks, because I don’t think I can be any other way.”
We snap lids on our coffees, fill a heaping bowl of fruit to share, and head to the conference room. The last time I was here feels like forever ago, though the embarrassment of the last meeting hits me hard as soon as I walk in. I take my seat and concentrate on eating fruit, which really isn’t that difficult. These strawberries are delicious.
Cole walks in and he catches my eye. He gives me a small smile and takes the seat at the head of the table.
“Hey, Lexi,” he says. It’s one of the few times he’s not called me by my full name. “I’m surprised to see you here. How are you?”
“Despite everything, I’m all right. Tired, of course, but all right.”
“That’s always good to hear. And how’s…how’s Luke?”
“He’s doing all right too.”
Cole nods and turns back to his notes. It’s hard for all of us, but we’re trying. I understand Cole’s anger and ill feelings toward Luke now, but he still did some pretty shitty things to me in order to get back at Luke. I don’t see double-dates or game nights in our foreseeable future, but it’d be nice to be in the same room together without wondering how I’m going to come up with a believable alibi for Luke when he kills his brother.
The meeting starts—Katie James’s book is back on its original plan—and I’m ten years behind on everything. I know, I only missed one week and yet it set me back years. ‘Tis the life of an editor.
After the meeting is over, I hurry to my office and get through most of my emails. Then I catch up on the latest Twitter and Instagram news while I talk to an agent on the phone. I’m emailing Katie another chapter plus a list of suggestions for her title change right before lunch.
I’m supposed to meet Lori, Erin, and Jillian at the salad bar today. Jillian and I walk out into the lobby together where Lori is waiting. Erin is grabbing us a table since we’re—naturally—running late. Instead of seeing my brunette friend, I see Luke.
“Have fun!” Jillian says with a smile and starts to walk toward the door. I grab her arm.
“You knew he was coming, didn’t you?”
“I did. He wanted to make sure you were free for lunch.” She raises her eyebrows. “I have a feeling you’re going to be very full when you get back.”
“You’re vile. But you’re right. And it wouldn’t be the first time I got some during lunch.”
“You had office sex and didn’t tell me? I thought we were friends.”
“I don’t kiss and tell. But Luke totally nailed me on top of a desk on the empty ninth floor. Bye!” I hurry away to Luke, who’s waiting near the door. He pulls me in for a hug and kisses me, not caring who sees.
“How’s work going?” he asks, pulling his mouth away from mine. We’ve had a hard time keeping our hands to ourselves since we met, but after last week, it’s even worse. Sometimes you don’t know what you have until it’s gone, and the thought of losing Luke for good was terrifying.
“I think okay. I’m catching up. Okay, not really, but I’ll get there. Though I have to say this is a nice surprise. It’s definitely improving my workday. By a lot.”
“Is that ninth floor still empty?”
“It is.” I smile and take his hand, leading him to the elevator. We ride up to the eighth floor and sneak away to the stairs to take us up one more level. We sneak through the closed door and hurry past the construction zone to find a secluded spot.
Luke grabs me and kisses my neck, turning me on in just seconds. I undo his pants, feeling his cock harden against my hands.
“Can you promise me something?” I ask him and plunge my hand inside her boxers and wrap my fingers around his dick.
“Keep doing that and I’ll promise you anything.” He unhooks my bra and pulls the band out of my hair.
“Promise me you won’t let this spark go away.”
Luke moves his head back and smiles. “If I told you this was one fire I won’t put out would it turn you on?”
I laugh and push his pants down. “You have to throw in a line about using your big hose too. Oh, and say something about saving my kitty. Then we’ve hit all the lame clichés.”
“God, I love you.”
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LUKE
“Lex, go to bed.”
She looks up from her computer, eyes half-shut. “One more chapter. Or when this elephant gives birth. Whichever comes first.”
I get up from the couch, stretching my arms over my head. It’s two AM and Lexi has been sitting at the kitchen counter working on edits since the kids went to bed. I love how much of a hard worker she is, but hate that she has to work so hard. She deserves time to herself. And selfishly, I want more time with her.
“I’m glad I met you at work you this afternoon,” I say, going over to her. I put my hands on her shoulders and start massaging her stiff muscles. Taking a week off put her really behind. I didn’t really think about it, but unlike other jobs where someone else can come in and cover the shift or pick up the slack, Lexi is on her own with edits. If she doesn’t get to it today, it just gets pushed to tomorrow or the next day.
“I’ll have sex with you,” she says, not looking up from her computer.
“You sound so enthusiastic,” I say with a laugh. “You’re going to be exhausted in the morning.”
She sighs. “I already will be. What’s one more hour?”
“You’ll be wishing you had one more hour in the morning.”
She turns around. “I know. I really want to get this done so I won’t be stressing this weekend. Quinn is freaking out even more now, thinking that she’s going to fail at self-publishing. The girl is crazy talented and makes an insane amount of cash, but I don’t know if it’s all worth that pressure. I’d be a basket case if I released a book.”
“Do you want to write?”
Lexi yawns and flips back to the internet, checking on a live-streaming video of an elephant at the zoo that’s in labor. She and her sister were texting about it all evening, taking bets on when the baby will be born. It’s weird, but I love that about Lexi.
“No. I’m too scatterbrained to write. I have ideas, but can’t put them down in a way that makes sense. I enjoy much more going in and fixing books. Plus, I don’t do well with the whole spotlight and pressure thing.”
“Makes sense. Come to bed?”
“Yeah. I’ll be right there.” She brings up a Word doc again, saves it, then gets up. We go upstairs together, brush our teeth, and get into bed. Lexi snuggles close to me and shuts her eyes. I run my hands up and down her arms, knowing she’s tired and will fall asleep quickly.
I’m tired too, but I don’t say anything. I can nap tomorrow after the girls and Lexi leave. Well, if I can fall asleep. I know it’s normal to have a hard time after a death. The guilt of surviving hits me in waves, and I’m so fucking thankful Lexi let me back into her life. I can talk to her about it. I can talk to Lexi about anything.

I sit on the stone steps of my Manhattan house, checking the time on my phone. It’s Friday evening, and I’m waiting for Cole to get home from work to let me in the house. He might have been bluffing about changing the alarm code, but I don’t want to risk it and get the police involved. Not tonight, at least. Lexi and I are going on a date with her sister tonight, and getting arrested would throw a wrench in that plan.
A siren blares in the distance and I feel a tug on my heart. I turn my eyes up to the sky and think of José. It felt like he was dead before, and on some level, he was. But his body was there. Now there is nothing, and it’s like I lost him all over again.
“Luke?” I look up, seeing Cole stop short on the sidewalk. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I say and stand. “I need my stuff. You said you changed the alarm code.”
“Oh.” Cole’s brown eyes meet mine for half a second before he looks down. “Yeah. I did. The new code is my birthday.”
I nod and stick the key in the door. “When’s your birthday again?”
“Funny,” Cole says dryly. I punch in the code and immediately go up the stairs and into my room. “Luke,” Cole calls again. I stop, one hand on the railing. I turn to look down at my brother. “You can come back here if you want. It’s your house too.”
It’s a relief to hear that, because as much as I fucking love living with Lexi, officially moving in is just too soon. “That’s good. I don’t have to move as much shit then.” I start to go up the stairs again.
“And Luke?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m…I’m sorry.”
Throughout my entire life, Cole has done stuff just to piss me off. And I can’t recall a single time he apologized on his own. Mom telling him to doesn’t count.
“Thanks. Me too.”
He shakes his head. “You don’t have to apologize. I was a shitty brother. Hell, I still am.”
“Yeah. You were. But it’s not too late. You can stop being a shitty brother.”
Cole gives me a half-smile. “I’ll work on it.”
I get into my room and start packing a bag with things for the weekend. The girls are going to their dad’s, so I planned to stay Friday and Saturday night anyway. I have other adult shit to do while I’m here, like laundry.
I get a load started and go back upstairs to grab my laptop. I sink onto my bed, computer in lap, and open the internet. It’s time, and since I’m staying here for real, I know I have to do this.
I pull up the fire department jobs I bookmarked weeks ago, and fill out the online application. Lexi calls right after I submit it, saying she’s on her way home. I can tell Russell said something that got under her skin and she’s trying hard not to let it upset her. I want to punch that guy so fucking bad. Though at the same time, I don’t. Because he’s Grace and Paige’s father, and they love him. He’s an asshole to Lexi, but good to those girls.
It’s complicated as fuck.
I tell Lexi I’m still here at the house but will leave as soon as I can throw my shit in the dryer. She tells me not to worry about rushing because she needs to shower and get ready anyway.
As soon as I hang up with Lexi, my mom calls. She’s been calling nonstop all week, and has been bugging Lexi too to check on me.
“Hi, Mom,” I say.
“Hey, Luke. How are you holding up?”
“I’m okay.”
“Really?”
“Really. I’m kinda sad,” I admit. “But I’m working through it this time.”
“I knew Lexi was good for you.” I can tell she’s smiling as she talks. “How is she, by the way?”
“I’m sure you talked to her today, didn’t you?”
“I sent her a text message. You told me to stop calling so much and I listened. And I can’t help it. You’re still my baby boy and I worry about you. You’re doing okay, though?”
“The best I can. Lexi and I are going out tonight with her sister and her husband,” I tell her, knowing that if she hears I have plans that don’t involve holing up in a dark room she’ll chill.
“Ohh, you’re hanging out with her family! Have you met her parents yet?”
“Yeah, a while ago, actually.”
“Did they like you?”
“Well, they didn’t tell me they hated me, so I take that as a yes.” I head downstairs to check on how much time is left on the dryer.
“I won’t keep you then, honey.”
“Hang on,” I say and lean against the washing machine. There’s only three minutes left. I’ll wait down here. “How far in advance do I need to book a trip to Disney World?”



              
              


29
ALEXIS
“Hey, babe,” I say when Luke walks through the door.
“What are you still doing up?” He takes off his boots and coat, throwing it over the back of a kitchen chair. Pluto lazily gets off the couch and comes over, wagging his tail like mad. Luke reaches down to pet him then goes right to the fridge for leftovers.
“I finished the chapters Emma sent me and I’m freaking out. You may or may not even be real. This all could be a demonic dimension and I’m being tortured.”
Luke laughs and sticks a plate of pot roast in the microwave. “You need to make someone else edit those books.”
“No way!” I get up and walk through the kitchen to him. Luke wraps his arms around me and I lean against his warm body. He smells a bit like gasoline, and I know there was a bad accident on the highway that the fire department responded to. Being a firefighter’s girlfriend isn’t as sexy as it is in romance novels.
In the six months we’ve been together since Luke started working as a firefighter again, I’ve learned that some nights he comes home and doesn’t want to talk about it, or just wants to shower and go to bed. He sees some really horrible stuff, stuff that he can’t mentally leave behind when his shift is over.
A couple of weeks ago, he was at an accident site that involved girls close in age to my babies. He wouldn’t give me any details, but it left him totally freaked out for a while and he wanted me to call him whenever we drove somewhere so he knew we got there and back safely.
“I have a secret about those books.” I stand on my toes to give Luke a kiss. He kisses me back, tongue slipping in my mouth. I melt against him, repressing a shiver. The spark hasn’t gone anywhere. “I’m not supposed to tell, but I’m going to tell you. I’m bad at keeping secrets.”
“I’ve noticed. What is it?”
“Emma sold the film option.”
“That’s fucking awesome.”
“It is!” I shake my head and hook my fingers through Luke’s belt loops. “But it doesn’t mean she’ll get a movie just yet. It’s a many-step process. Though I’m fairly confident she’ll get something. The CW is interested in her series too, and once word gets out there’s competition going around, a producer is bound to swoop in and snatch it up.”
The microwave beeps. Luke gives me one more hug and kiss before turning to get his food. I bring my computer to the table and sit by Luke, getting a few more edits in as he eats. We share a bowl of ice cream, then head upstairs to shower and go to bed.
I fall under the covers, and Luke spoons his body around mine. I close my eyes, and everything feels right in the world.

“Fuck!”
I sit up, looking at the bright light that’s streaming through the open window. I don’t have to look at my alarm to know I overslept. I reach for my phone to check the time.
“What the fuck?” I mutter. My phone isn’t on my nightstand. I know I put it there last night. I fucking know it.
“Luke!” I’m in near panic-mode. “Luke, I need you to get up! I’m late! Shit, the girls are late!” I throw back the covers and start to get out of bed. Luke grabs me by the waist and brings me back, moving on top of me. His warm body on top of mine feels good, but I’m too anxious to enjoy it right now.
“I’m serious! Look at that motherfucking sunshine!”
Luke laughs. “I love you. And your dirty mouth.”
“I love you too, but I’m late!”
“No, you’re not.”
“Yes! My alarm didn’t go off.” I motion to the nightstand. “I thought I put my phone, there but it’s not there. Maybe I am in an alternate dimension. Or I’ve finally gone crazy!”
Luke presses his lips to mine. “You’re not going crazy. You did put your phone there, and you did set your alarm. But I turned it off.”
My eyes bulge. “Why the hell would you do that? I have to go to work today. And the girls have school! Have you gone crazy?”
“Only for you.”
“Not funny, Luke!” I try to push him off.
“Lex, relax. Everything’s going to be all right. I turned your alarm off because you’re not going to work today, and the girls aren’t going to school.”
My arms fall back onto the mattress. I gaze up into Luke’s blue eyes. “So today is the day you finally turn into that psycho killer. You’re going to murder us all. I knew it. Damn you and your pretty face.”
Luke smiles and kisses me again. He moves his lips to my neck and slides his hand along my thigh.
“Luke! What is going on?”
“Oh, nothing. We’re just going to Disney World.”
I blink. “What?”
“We’re going to Disney World.”
And now I’m back to pushing him away. “No, we’re not.”
He nods. “Yeah, we are.” He reaches over, opening the first drawer in his nightstand and pulls out a decent-sized box. He had to have emptied out that drawer to get it to fit. He sits up and gives it to me.
I’m not awake enough to process this. Slowly, I open the box and look down at four Disney Magic Bands. I look at Luke. Then down at the box. And then at Luke again.
“What?”
Luke laughs. “We’re going to Disney World. The plane leaves this afternoon.”
I’m smiling now, shaking my head in disbelief. “How? We can’t just leave on a whim.”
“It’s not a whim.” He takes the box from my hands and pulls me to him. “I set this up in the beginning of summer. It’s been killing me not telling you. And everything is taken care of. Cole is handling work for you. Your parents contacted the schools and talked to your ex, and your sister helped me pack the girls’ bags yesterday. I put stuff together for you too, but I know you’re going to want to check everything anyway.”
Luke’s blue eyes are sparkling. He’s so excited, so happy to do this for us. All four of us. And then I burst into tears.
“Lexi?” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No, no you didn’t,” I sob. “These are happy tears. It’s just…you’re so good to me. To us. I love you.”
He wraps me in his arms. “I love you, too.” His lips press against mine. “So fucking much.”

I put my hands on the railing and look out over the balcony. “This view is incredible! Girls, come look! There’s a zebra!” Grace and Paige are on cloud nine. They had their first airplane ride, and now we’re freaking out over our hotel. “Not too close,” I say and pull them away from the railing. We’re three stories up.
“Mom, it’s fine,” Grace quips.
Luke comes up behind me and wraps his arm around my waist. “This is pretty neat. Do you like it?”
“Are you serious? I love it! We love it!” I turn and give him a quick kiss. “I’ve always dreamed of staying here with a room overlooking the Savannah, but I didn’t think I could do it. Luke this is…” I stop and close my eyes. To say I’m an emotional mess is putting it lightly.
“The view is cool,” Luke starts, “but the park is even cooler. We have a reservation at Cinderella’s castle tonight.”
The girls start screaming and I usher them in so they don’t scare the animals grazing below us. We spend a few minutes getting settled into the room and freshening up before we head out. The girls run ahead, racing down the path, over the moon excited to be here. Luke and I follow behind, walking hand-in-hand. I can’t stop looking at him, can’t believe this thoughtful, kind, and loving man did all this for me.
For us.
“What do you want to do first?” I ask the girls.
“See princesses!” Paige shouts.
“Go on rides!” Grace shouts even louder.
“We have time for both,” Luke says. He turns to me. “I kinda guessed on the Fast Passes. My mom booked them for the week. I hope that’s okay.”
“I’d be fine without Fast Passes. Thank you, Luke. Thank you so much for doing this.”
“You’ve thanked me enough.” He leans in close. “Unless you want to thank me later.”
“The girls are sharing a room with us.”
“The hotel has childcare.”
I raise my eyebrows. “Yes, let’s put the kids in childcare so we can have sex,” I whisper.
“Glad you suggested it and not me.”
I laugh and shake my head. Luke pulls me to him, wrapping his arms around my waist. I rest my head against his chest, listening to his heartbeat for a minute. Then I straighten up and call the girls over. We huddle together as I attempt to take selfies, but end up cutting Luke’s head off halfway each time. He’s too tall.
“Excuse me, honey,” an older woman who’s waiting for the bus says. “Would you like me to take a picture for you?”
“That would be great. Thank you.” I give her my phone. Luke picks up Paige and I put my hands on Grace’s shoulders. Luke slips his free arm around me at the last minute.
“You have a beautiful family,” the lady says with a wide smile, returning my phone. It’s not the first time someone saw Luke and thought he was the father of my girls.
“Thanks. I think so too, but I’m biased.”
The lady laughs and notices someone over my shoulder.
“There you are, Howard! I thought I was going to have to leave without you.” She moves to an elderly man, who’s slowly coming down the path. They link arms and sit together on the bench as they wait for the bus.
“I want that to be us.” I turn to Luke. “Old and still in love.”
He slips his fingers through mine. “I think that will be us.”
“Is that the bus?” Grace asks, hopping up and down with excitement.
“I think so.” I’m doing my best not to jump up and down right along with her. We get on and arrive at the Magic Kingdom not long after. It’s a mad rush to fit in as many rides as we can before dinner, and if I thought the girls were excited before, I was mistaken. Having the princesses come to their table during dinner topped anything so far.
It’s dark when we get back to the hotel, and the girls are begging to go to the pool. Luke and I are worn out but still riding on the high of the surprise trip. We change into our swimsuits and go outside.
“This is the first time I get to show you off.” I loop my arm through Luke’s. “You’re my arm-candy.”
“That’s all I’m good for.”
“Pretty much.”
“You don’t look too bad yourself.”
I look down and shrug. “I’m not too bad for a mom who doesn’t work out or believe in diets.”
Luke laughs and kisses the top of my head. We stay in the pool for an hour, and Paige falls asleep in Luke’s arms on the way back to the room. She’s hardly awake as I change her into PJs, and Grace falls asleep just as fast.
“My parents want to meet us here tomorrow,” Luke tells me as we tuck ourselves into bed. “You don’t mind, do you?”
“Not at all. They live in Orlando, right?”
“Right. They come here weekly.”
“I’m jealous.”
“My mom loves Disney. Anyway, they’re meeting us for breakfast here at the resort and I assume we’ll go back to the Magic Kingdom again.”
I nod. “That is the girls’ favorite. Well, assuming again. They haven’t been to the others.”
Luke just nods and is oddly fidgety. He tosses and turns, holds me close then rolls over until finally settling with his leg hooked over mine. I fall asleep with a smile on my face. Morning comes too soon, and I’m tired but on an adrenaline high to wake up the kids and remind them where they are.
We get dressed in our normal chaotic fashion. Luke’s parents are in the dining area waiting for us, and it’s hugs and kisses all around. We eat and head to the park, where we go on a few rides before the big crowd hits.
“Lexi,” Martha says. We’re in line for the Haunted Mansion ride. “I almost forgot! I have a salon appointment booked for this afternoon at the Grand Floridian. We can get massages and our nails done!”
Any other time, I’d jump on getting a massage. Hell, there’s been times my shoulders were so tense I’ve been tempted to offer the crazy guy who stands on the street corner twenty bucks in exchange for a back rub. And I don’t remember the last time I had my nails done. My sister’s wedding, maybe?
“The guys can take the girls to a show. They’ll be fine. It’ll be fun to have some girl time, won’t it?”
Well, shit. I can’t say no to that, now can I?

“Hey girls!” I say, bending down to hug my babies. “How was the show?”
“We went on Splash Mountain!” Paige announces.
“Paige! You’re not supposed to tell her!” Grace says through gritted teeth. I look up at Luke, who does a really good job avoiding eye contact. Instead, he takes my hand and starts walking.
“We should go before we miss our reservation.”
“We’re eating already? I just had lunch.”
“I’m hungry.” Luke keeps his eyes set ahead and walks too fast. Paige can’t keep up. He comes to a halt and shakes his head. “Sorry. Just anxious to get there.”
“Where are we going?”
“Uh, this way.”
I raise an eyebrow, about ready to tease him for not knowing where we’re going. We’re stopped in front of the castle, and Luke puts his arm around me.
“Are you having fun?”
“I am. I still can’t believe you did this for us.”
“I might have had an ulterior motive that benefits me as well.”
“Okay,” I laugh. Behind us, Martha and Ed are getting one of the Disney World photographers to come over and take photos of the kids. Luke motions for Grace and Paige to come over. Grace beams and takes something from Martha’s bag.
“You need to see our Splash Mountain picture!” she says.
“Oh, right. I didn’t see it yet.”
“Read it! Read it!” Paige chants. I open the envelope, looking down at the picture. I don’t notice Luke takes a step back. The first thing I see in the photo are the girls’ smiling faces. Ed and Paige are sitting in the front of the log, and Luke and Grace are in the back.
Then I see that they are holding signs. The one Paige holds up says “Will you” and Grace’s says “Marry me?” with a big arrow pointing to Luke. My hands shake.
“Lexi,” Luke says. I look up to find him down on one knee, holding out the most beautiful ring. “I love you. I know it’s only been seven months, but I don’t need another day to know that there is no one else in this world for me. Will you marry me?”
Tears fill my eyes. My jaw drops but no words come out. I move my head up and down. “Yes,” I finally whisper. “Yes.”
Luke stands and kisses me. People around us cheer, and light flashes from the photographer’s camera.
“You told me to find the beauty in the chaos,” he whispers. “And I did. It’s you.”
I blink and tears fall. “I love you.”
He pulls the ring from the box and slides it on my finger. A large round stone is in the center, surrounded by a halo of smaller diamonds. Diamonds run along the band as well. It’s gorgeous.
“It fits perfectly,” I say, holding the ring up to my face. “And beautiful.”
“Your sister told me your ring size. When she took your band to clean it last week, we were really getting the size.”
“She was in on it?”
Luke smiles. “Your parents knew too. I was old-fashioned and asked for your father’s permission. I guess more so told him. I was going to make you mine even if he said no.”
“Get over here and kiss me.”
Luke steps over and is about to put his lips to mine when I realize that the whole salon trip was a setup too.
“Oh my God! That’s why you had me go get my nails done because you knew I’d take pictures! And the girls knew! You had them help you ask me! Oh, Luke!” And now I’m crying again as the full emotion hits me. Luke hugs me, and extends his arm for Grace and Paige. We all embrace each other, and the girls gush over my new ring.
“Congratulations,” a random passerby tells us. “You’ll make a beautiful family!”
I look at my girls and then Luke. Soon, soon we really will be a family.



              
              


EPILOGUE
ALEXIS
Two years later
“Do you want a little soup with that cheese?” Cole asks, watching me dump shredded cheese in my minestrone soup.
I raise an eyebrow. “Do you want to test me right now?”
“Right. Sorry. If my niece or nephew wants cheese, then please have the cheese.”
“Thank you.” I dig in, taking a few bites before feeling full. I click my pen and open a notebook, trying to squeeze a little bit of work in during lunch. I look at my to-do list, happy it’s down from a full page to half a page. I cross two more things off. Less than half a page now.
“Lex!” Lori and Christine walk by the break room. “Oh my God, look at you!”
I smile, not even attempting to stand up. “How are you guys?” I ask. I’m back to working part-time at Black Ink, and don’t get to see everyone as often as I used to. I’ve had a pretty light workload here lately, which balances out to the same crazy hours I had before, considering I edit more indie books now.
“I’m good,” Lori says. “You look amazing!”
“I think she looks miserable,” Jillian quips, sticking a spoon in her yogurt. She just got back from her honeymoon in Bali and is tan, thin, and well-rested, looking the exact opposite of someone who has what has to be a fifteen-pound baby pressing on all their vital organs.
“I’m thirty-eight weeks pregnant. I am miserable,” I admit. “I’ve been miserable for the last month. Or two. Women act like pregnancy is this amazing time—and it is—but I’m pretty fucking miserable.”
Christine laughs. “I hear ya. I remember saying the same thing when I was pregnant with my last, and people looked at me like I was a horrible mom. It gets to the point where you just want that thing out of you.”
“I’m there now.”
“You’re so close to your due date!” Lori’s eyes widen. “Aren’t you worried about being here?”
I shake my head. “I went a week past my due date with both girls before. I’ll be thrilled to go into labor any day now.”
“Don’t jinx it,” Christine teases.
They both give me a hug and go about their day. I finish lunch and Cole helps me to my feet.
“You do look uncomfortable,” he says carefully. “You know you don’t have to be here, right?”
“Yeah. But I want to take care of some things I can’t do at home. You got the edits I sent you for Emma’s final book, right?”
“I did. That ending—damn. Didn’t see that coming.”
“I know!” We start to walk into the offices. “She hinted about it but it still—” I cut off, hand flying to my stomach.
“Lexi?” Cole’s brown eyes go wide with fear. “Are you having the baby?”
“No,” I say and make a face. “I just got kicked in the cervix.”
“I could have lived my whole life without knowing that.”
I sigh and gently press on my big belly, trying to get the baby to move. “It happens all the time. And it hurts.”
“I can imagine.”
“But yeah, that ending was insane. I cannot wait to see how it transfers onto film.”
“The first movie was intense. It’ll only get better.”
“I can’t wait!” I go into my office and sit down, kicking off my shoes and putting my feet up. I’m working my way through emails when I start getting light cramps. I bend my leg up under me and shift my weight. There, that’s better.
Fifteen minutes later, my abdomen tightens. And it happens again about ten minutes after that. Shit.
I stuff my feet back into my shoes and hold onto my desk, hefting myself up. I grab my phone and call Luke. He worked last night and is probably sleeping right now.
“Please have your phone by you, please have your phone by you,” I whisper over and over. “Fuck!” I get his voicemail. I take a deep breath and call Luke again. I sit down, and make it a whole twenty minutes before another contraction hits.
And this one hurts.
I try Luke again, then remember seeing his phone on the island counter before I left this morning. I get up, shoulders hunched forward, and go to Jillian’s office. She’s not there. I hurry down the hall, waddling as fast as I can before another contraction.
Cole’s on the phone, and he doesn’t sound happy. He flicks his eyes up when he sees me.
“I’m going to have to call you back,” he says and hangs up. “What’s wrong?”
“Can you take me home? Now.”
He stares at me, internally freaking out. “Yeah.” He doesn’t move.
“Cole?”
He blinks and grabs his keys. He helps me into the elevator and into his car. I call Luke again, muttering obscenities. Twenty-five minutes have gone by, and I think maybe I’m in the clear.
And then I have another contraction, even more painful than the last.
“I don’t remember it hurting this much,” I whimper, digging my nails into the leather seat in Cole’s expensive car.
“What do I do?” Cole asks, on the verge of a panic attack.
“Just take me to the hospital. Luke’s still sleeping and his phone is downstairs. I didn’t even think about it when I left. It’s too soon, I didn’t think I’d have her this soon.”
“Her?”
I let out a breath of relief as the pain subsides. “Don’t tell Luke.” He doesn’t want to know what we’re having until the baby comes out. “I’ve had two girls already. I know what those three little lines on the ultrasound mean. I haven’t told anyone that I know. It feels good to get it off my chest, doesn’t it, sweetie?” I pat my stomach, mentally telling Harper to hang on at least another two hours.
We’re just outside the city when Luke calls me back.
“Grab the baby bag and meet me at the hospital,” I say as soon as I answer.
“Are you kidding?” he spits out. “You’re joking, right?”
“No. Cole’s driving me there right now. I’m having contractions, but they’re really sporadic.”
“Are they five minutes apart?”
“I had a few that were like two minutes apart, and then nothing for—fuck, hang on.” I close my eyes and grit my teeth, waiting for the contraction to stop. “Okay. I’m back.”
“That was forty seconds long. Shit. Shit, Lex.”
“Calm down. Get the bags. Mine is in the closet. The baby’s is under the crib. We’re still half an hour away.”
“Can you make it? Should I meet you halfway?”
“I’ll be all right. Call my mom for me and let her know, please? And then just go to the hospital.”
“Okay. Love you, Lexi.”
“Love you, too.” I hang up and close my eyes.
“How are you doing?” Cole asks, gripping the wheel so tight his knuckles are turning white.
“Fine,” I mumble. I rest my hands on my belly and concentrate on my breathing. “Are you going as fast as you can?”
The car lurches forward, and twenty minutes later, we’re pulling into the hospital parking lot. Luke is there, and between him and Cole, you’d think they were having the baby.
“Thanks, Cole,” I say before the nurse takes me upstairs to the labor and delivery floor.
“Of course.”
Luke turns to his brother. “Yeah, thanks for taking care of Lex.”
“Let me know when I can come see her. Or him,” he adds. “Good luck. Is that what you’re supposed to say? Good luck, and congrats.” He gives Luke a half-hug. “You’re going to be a great dad.”
I look at my husband. “He already is.”

“I can’t put her down,” Luke whispers. “Can I hold her forever?”
It’s the middle of the night, and our daughter was born just hours ago. It’s been five years since I last held a newborn. I forgot how small they are. I lean against the pillows in the hospital bed, watching Luke with tears in my eyes.
“Between you and Harper’s sisters, I’m never going to hold her,” I say with a smile.
“Nope. She’s all mine.” Luke softly kisses Harper’s cheeks. “She’s perfect.” He carefully brings her to his chest and sits on the edge of the bed next to me. He looks from Harper to me and then back again. “Remember what I told you a couple years ago?”
“You said a lot of things a couple years ago.”
“I said you make good babies.”
I smile again, and look at Grace and Paige, who are sleeping on the pullout sofa. They didn’t want to leave their baby sister. “I do. And we make a good family.”
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Prologue
Cara
…701…709…719…727…733…739…
In my head, I count all the prime numbers in order, an old habit that calms me when I’m nervous or panicked or otherwise freaked out.
Oh, yeah, I’m totally freaked out right now.
Because this is Monarch's Day, the day that a small island in the Mediterranean Sea became a country six hundred years ago. It seems like the world’s aristocrats and bureaucrats and diplomats have gathered to celebrate at the annual ball. The Dubrevian palace has turned into an exclusive venue with glamorous decorations, a full orchestra, red carpets, and dancing water fountains. I think I saw a flock of swans somewhere near the bathrooms.
Dubreva may be a small player on the global stage, but they throw parties like no one else. Cameras and reporters have swarmed the palace, there are so many people here I don’t know, and I’m afraid of insulting a president and causing World War III.
Who would have ever thought a math nerd from Missouri would end up here?
743…751…757…761…
Oh my god.
I’ll probably get to 274,207,281–1, the highest known prime number, by the end of the night. I keep checking the time and it seems to be going oh so slowly. I smile and try to look as gracious as possible.
All this glitz and glam isn’t my kind of scene. I wish I could just curl up with my Kindle and read until two in the morning. Like I used to before I met my boyfriend.
Here, my boyfriend, Crown Prince Phillip Celestro di’Vale of Dubreva, is in his element. He soaks it up like a lizard in the sun, talking and rubbing elbows with nobles. I’d been staying by his side, using him as a shield to ward off any prying questions or comments. Phillip warned me that some reporters may try to find a scandal to write about for the paper in the morning. They’ve been especially cruel to me, as an American dating a handsome billionaire prince, accusing me of being a gold digger.
Things like that are why I like to stay away from these kinds of events. Less of a stage for me to fuck up.
Yet, I’ve lost Phillip in the sea of ball gowns and $20,000 tuxedos. Hence my panic.
769…773…787…797…
“Cara! Well aren’t you a vision of sophistication!” an elderly woman with a fur boa exclaims in a thick, unrecognizable accent. She’s holding one of those long cigarette holders and gives me two air kisses for each cheek.
I have no idea who this woman is. But I smile and nod graciously.
“Thank you,” I say, bobbing my head (but not too far, as Phillip warned me. As it’s Dubreva’s celebration, if I curtsey too far, it could be seen as a sign of weakness). “You look lovely yourself.”
“Oh, this old thing?” The woman does a slow turn, and the rhinestones embedded in her dress glitter blindingly. “I figured I should wear a favorite, this being Dubreva’s six hundredth anniversary.”
“It’ is very pretty,” I say, not knowing what else to say. I doubt she’d be interested in discussing whether the abc conjecture was solved in 2012. I’ve been studying the four papers online and it’s fascinating. At least for me.
The woman nods and walks away. Apparently, I didn’t meet her standards.
I let out a disappointed breath. There’s no way I’ll be able to make it through tonight. And, I’ve just realized that I’ve lost my place in counting prime numbers.
2…3…5…7…
“Here.”
A whiskey glass is shoved into my hands, filled with an amber liquid and crystal clear ice cubes. I look up to see Phillip’s younger brother, Eric, winking at me. His bow tie is loose and his dark hair is disheveled, giving him a roguish appearance, even in his tux.
He salutes me with his own glass. “You have to drink, or else you’ll never make it through these events.” He’s apparently been taking his own advice to heart, and his speech is slurred.
I think the drink is scotch, and I feel the sudden compulsion to chug the whole thing. I throw it back, grimacing as the liquid hits my gullet. I cover my mouth with the back of my hand, hoping that no one sees me unable to hold down my liquor.
“Thank you,” I cough.
Eric’s eyebrows raise in surprise. “Wow, I was thinking you’d be sipping on that for a while, but I guess that will do as well. You apparently needed it.”
I nod and put on a brave smile. “These events are a little hard on me,” I admit. “I don’t fit in here at all.”
Eric nods. “Try doing these your whole life.”
I cross my arms, and look across the room to see Phillip laughing it up with a group of diplomats from Thailand. He’s smiling, completely in his element here.
“Your brother seems to enjoy them.”
Eric shakes his head with a roll of his eyes. “No, Phillip has to enjoy them. There’s a difference.”
“How would you rather spend your time?” I ask him. At least while I’m talking to the younger prince of Dubreva, I’m not left by myself.
Eric shrugs, an easy smile on his face. “Well, between driving my valet absolutely batty and getting out of the country every chance I get, I like getting to know the natives better wherever I am.” He winks at me.
I let out a laugh, feeling my cheeks turn red. “Right. I could have guessed that.”
Eric has the reputation for being quite the playboy. Every other weekend, he’s in the tabloids with another scorned lover. Or he’s partying naked in Las Vegas. That happened a few weeks ago, much to their mother’s dismay.
“What are the girls like back home in Missouri,” he asks suddenly, his expression serious. “Are they all like you?”
I look at him, wondering what he’s getting at. I give him a thin-lipped smile, trying to keep myself from looking too far into his words. “They’re probably just as nervous as I am right now. The Kansas City Chiefs are playing in the NFL Playoffs.”
He watches me for a moment, his eyes intense, before he smirks and sips on his scotch. “Well, we could use more like you at this party.”
I nod, still not getting what he’s saying, but that could be because he’s drunk. “How’s the lap?” I ask, bringing up an old joke. The first time I met him, I spilled soup in his lap. Long story. I was counting prime numbers that day too.
He pauses before answering. “Everything’s in working order, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“I still feel guilty about that.”
He gives me a strange look. “Don’t.”
“There you are, Cara!”
We both turn to see Phillip running up to us. I smile at my boyfriend, feeling my entire face light up. “Hey love,” I say.
“Is my brother making trouble for you?” Phillip asks, giving Eric a mock disapproving glare.
Eric shrugs. “I’ve just been making her more comfortable,” he says. “Poor thing was nowhere near drunk enough for this kind of party.”
Phillip rolls his eyes and entwines his fingers in mine. “Come on,” he whispers in my ear. “We need to make our way to the dais. Mother is going to make some announcements for the party and I want you there.”
Their mother doesn’t like me very much, but the fact that she wants me to be a part of this means that she’s at least accepted me now.
“Sorry to abandon you like this, Eric,” I tell him.
“No worries,” Eric says, saluting with his drink. “I’ll go see if I can find a single baroness.”
Phillip sighs and leads me away. “I swear, my brother…” he mutters under his breath. “Sorry if he did anything untoward.”
I close my eyes, the scent of him filling my head. I have no idea how Phillip does it—he always smells both exotic and woodsy, no matter if we’re on the beach or lying in bed or showering. Or at an event like this. He makes this whole ordeal bearable.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” Phillip asks.
“Mostly,” I admit.
“Sorry, I got pulled away by the royal family of Sweden.” He lets out a breath. “They wanted to talk about some sort of Summit.”
“It’s all right. I know this is basically work for you.”
“No excuse. I won’t leave your side the rest of the night, I promise.” Phillip stops and gives me a kiss. It’s chaste by anyone’s standards, but it has to be in such a public space. Still though, it warms me all the way to my toes.
I love him. He is my 3/5 to my 2/5 to make one whole.
We’ve been together for four years, ever since we met at Oxford University. Four years of wonderful bliss. Even though we come from entirely different worlds, he treats me like a princess. Something I never dreamed possible.
His mother is waiting for us near the dais. Her white hair piled on her head and she’s wearing a purple dress, looking every bit like the elegant queen she is. She used to intimidate me every time I talked with her, but she’s warmed up to me in the past few months.
She gives me a smile. “I hope you’re enjoying the Monarch’s Day Ball, Cara,” she says.
“I am, your grace,” I say, dropping into a curtsey. I still haven’t mastered those yet.
Victoria’s eyes soften just the slightest bit. “Good.” She glances at her son. “Phillip, are you ready?”
He swallows and nods. “Yes.”
Is he nervous?
Phillip has my hand gripped firmly in his as he leads me up the steps to the dais to address the entire party. Here, I see just how many people are here for the ball—probably three hundred. No wonder I feel like I am out of my league.
I blink several times as flashes from cameras assault me at various intervals. Oh my, this is such a big event for the country.
I start my prime number counting again as the Prime Minister of Dubreva thanks everyone for celebrating the country’s Monarch’s Day. At one point, the orchestra plays the Dubrevian national anthem and I stand to attention, listening to it. There is applause at points during speeches and I clap along with them, but I can’t help the flip-flopping of my stomach as I stand up here. I’m nervous myself, and it’s a different kind of nervousness than stage fright.
I get the first hint when Phillip takes the center stage. He’s so handsome as he exudes confidence for the entire crowd. He commands them like a ship’s captain. Everyone hangs onto his every word. I know, because I’m doing the same.
At least, I think I do. Because he drops to one knee in front of me, holding out a little black box for me. I watch him, confusedly, before I realize what it’s for. I look down and see the glittering diamond engagement ring.
“Oh my god,” I whisper as the entire crowd laughs at my reaction. Here, in such a public place? This is not how I imagined this would happen. Certainly in a more private way.
Here, I feel oddly exposed.
“Cara Marie Van Meter,” Phillip says. “You’ve made my life wonderful for the past four years. You bring me joy, you challenge me, you make me a better man. And I want to keep this going for the rest of my life. So, Cara Marie Van Meter—will you marry me?”
I gulp down air as my vision tunnels. My knees lock and I nearly faint. Nearly, though.
I look out over the crowd again, because I don’t know where to look. And, despite how packed the ballroom is, I see him. Eric. Moving around the back. His eyes are on the stage, a deep frown on his face. The intensity of his gaze is a tempest, sucking my attention towards him.
He’s…angry?
And, for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.
I give myself a slight shake and look back down at Phillip, who is grinning up at me, hope spreading across his face. My boyfriend, prince of my heart, and prince of a beautiful country. I love him.
And I know for sure he loves me.
“Yes,” I tell Phillip, finally allowing the smile to blossom. “I do. I will marry you, my prince.”
Phillip rises to his feet and kisses me to the applause of the crowd.
Fairy tales do come true. And this is the start of my happily ever after.
Chapter 1
Cara
“Cara,” Suzi, my best friend since kindergarten, whispers to me with a well-placed elbow to my ribs. “The news.”
I’m with all my girlfriends at a restaurant in Venice. We’re in the middle of my bachelorette party, living up life before I’m set to marry Phillip in a few weeks.
“What?” I ask around a mouthful of spaghetti.
“The news,” Angela says. “You, uh, should watch this.”
I swivel around in my seat to look at the screen. Why there is a TV in a restaurant like this, I’ll never know. In such an ancient city, it seems so out of place. I turn towards it, spaghetti practically falling out of my mouth. At first, with the flashing red lights and darkened street in Paris, I think there’s something awful happening. Like a terrorist attack or some sort of assassination.
Thankfully, it’s none of that.
Just my fiancée leaving a hotel off Champs Elysees. I’m an American and have been to Paris only once (with my fiancée, of course), so my knowledge of the city is very limited, but I do recognize the area right away. And I recognize Phillip’s “fuck off” expression as he ducks into a limo with a beautiful brunette while snaps from paparazzi flash every second. The red police lights are from the security details.
My stomach drops, as does the spaghetti from my mouth. I don’t even care as the pasta falls in my lap. No one else cares right now either.
“Can you turn it up?” I feebly ask the restaurant owner in English. My friend Giorgia says something to him in Italian and he obliges.
Of course, the entire newsfeed is in Italian, so I’m only watching images.
“What’s happening?” I ask Giorgia.
The woman’s face tightens into a frown. “They’re…saying things, Cara.”
“What kind of things?”
Giorgia exchanges glances with Suzi, and somehow, my friend from St. Louis who doesn’t speak a lick of Italian understands before I do. Her face is white and she gives me a sick look.
“They’re saying that Phillip has been caught cheating,” Giorgia translates.
I shake my head. Even though I saw her on screen with him, it still doesn’t register. Phillip loves me. We went to Oxford together. I moved halfway around the world for him. I love him back.
He can’t be cheating on me.
The entire restaurant is quiet as everyone watches the news. It’s like they know who I am. And they certainly know who he is.
There’s no denying it—the screen shows snapshots of them around Paris. At first, the photo-stream starts off innocent, hanging out together or laughing. Then they’re hugging, he has his arm around her. And the crème de la crème. A photo of them kissing. Followed by another one. And another one.
He’s cheating on me.
I get up from my seat and run to the bathroom where I vomit up my spaghetti bolognese.
Want more? Click here to purchase!
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