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      This is for everyone who’s had to keep living after losing someone they loved.

    

  


  
    
      There is a time for everything,

      and a season for every activity under the heavens ...

      a time to weep and a time to laugh,

      a time to mourn and a time to dance ...

      a time to love and a time to hate,

      a time for war and a time for peace.

      

      -From Ecclesiastes 3
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      The scuffle of shoes on a nearby sidewalk had me unclenching my jaw and opening my eyes. I lifted my head from the backrest of the driver’s seat and glanced out the passenger side window I had rolled down.

      But it wasn’t Duke approaching.

      Hissing out my frustration, I shifted my gaze to the building I’d been parked at the curb in front of for the last fifteen minutes, and after giving it an impatient scowl, my brother still did not emerge.

      He was well aware that I was out here too. I’d texted to let him know.

      Twice.

      The annoying little shit was trying to force me to go in there and fetch him like some kind of disapproving father. But I wasn’t going to do it. Not this time. If he wanted to be late for his appointment, we’d be late for his damn appointment.

      And then I’d be late getting back to work after my lunch break.

      I drummed my fingers restlessly on the steering wheel.

      A dog barked in the distance.

      All the while, the main doors to Beriss International remained closed.

      Seriously, if we missed this appointment, we might lose out on a golden opportunity to try a new medicine Duke’s doctor had been raving about. And I couldn’t allow us to do that, not when it might mean the difference between having an irritating, ungrateful, thoughtless younger brother in my life or having no one at all.

      Depending on the outcome of his latest test results, his very existence could depend on this one appointment.

      “Dammit,” I muttered, grinding my teeth.

      I hated wondering about his life expectancy, though, so I shoved my mind back into irritation mode, which wasn’t too hard because I truly did detest how he always forced me to be the overbearing asshole in every situation.

      But if he didn’t get his infuriating hide out here in the next two seconds, I was going in there and dragging him out by the scruff of the neck.

      And... Time was up. I reached for the door handle just as the entrance to the building opened.

      Oh, thank God. The pipsqueak was going to be responsible for once in his life.

      Except, what do you know, it wasn’t Duke who exited. Because, of course, it wouldn’t be.

      “Dickhead,” I hissed to the absent man as I scowled at the woman who strolled outside instead, casually swinging a sack lunch at her side.

      He was honestly going to make me get out of this car and track him down.

      I exhaled roughly, seeking patience, while the woman with the lunch veered off the sidewalk and stepped onto the grass.

      Blinking, I watched her near a picnic table.

      Instead of sitting down and facing the table, she climbed up so she could perch herself on the surface of it with her feet planted on the bench as she faced the street. Then she plunked her sack down next to her and opened the top before drawing out a bottle of water. After unscrewing the lid, she took a healthy drink and then set it on her other side.

      She seemed to have a system going as she extracted a napkin and unfolded it to drape over her lap. Next came a sandwich housed in a clear bag. After unzipping that, she freed one diagonal half and began to eat.

      I don’t know what it was about her but even the way she ate managed to mesmerize me. It reminded me of a hungry kid delighting in a slice of cold, juicy watermelon on a hot day. Holding it with both hands, she sank her teeth directly in that best center part, then she arched her back and stretched her legs out in front of her—probably curling her toes inside her dark shoes as she went.

      When she began to sway slightly back and forth, I swear I heard muted humming coming from her direction, and I leaned toward the window, straining until I made out the melody of the Harry Potter theme song.

      Damn, but I was reasonably sure I’d never seen anyone enjoy a sandwich as much as she seemed to be enjoying that one.

      A jealous ache tightened its way across my chest. She emanated such peace and contentment that I momentarily wished I were her, just sitting there, eating a sandwich in the pleasant silence with no worries.

      No cancer to think about, or doctor’s appointment to schedule, or bills to stress over. No annoying younger brother I had to strong-arm to do everything.

      Yeah, that would be the life, wouldn’t it?

      A gentle breeze drifted by, coaxing the woman to reach up and comb a piece of hair out of her face with her fingertips and tuck it behind her ear, where a silver dangling earring glinted in the sunlight. I swallowed, reluctantly acknowledging just how attractive she was.

      Somewhere in my age range but probably a couple of years younger, she was slender and leggy with a wholesome, serene way about her. Her hair was dark and board-straight with the top part tied back save for two long bangs that hung down, framing either side of her oval-shaped face. I was too far away to catch her eye color or any other details; I just knew I liked what I saw, and the tightening that gripped me next occurred further down, closer to the groin area.

      I shifted in my seat, tearing my attention away from her and growing uncomfortable by the impact she had on me. But then temptation drew me back, and I looked over again.

      As she began to tear off the crust of her bread, I sniffed in amusement, smiling because Duke refused to eat the crust on his sandwiches too.

      I didn’t realize she had other plans for her crust, however, until she spoke.

      “There you are. I was beginning to wonder if you were coming today.”

      Frowning, I glanced around, wondering who she was talking to. But then she tossed the bread onto the ground in front of her, and I finally noticed a small brown squirrel darting over the grass and leaves to approach her. As soon as the morsel of food landed, the furball snagged it up and hurried off again, scurrying up a tree.

      She laughed, and my skin prickled with awareness.

      I liked her laugh.

      Longing filled my veins, and I no longer wished I were her but instead I wished I was sitting on that table beside her, eating the other half of her sandwich and chuckling as we bumped our shoulders together and watched the squirrel polish off its bread on a high branch.

      I bet she smelled amazing. I inhaled deeply as if trying to breathe her in from here.

      When a tingling spread over my scalp and then rushed down the center of my spine where it settled in deep, I knew I was taking the daydream too far. But I kept watching her anyway, captivated by the stranger who had no idea I was even—

      “Hey, loser!”

      “Jesus.” I jumped out of my skin as a familiar face appeared in the opening of the passenger side window, completely blocking my view of the brunette.

      “Whatcha doing?” he asked with way too much cheer.

      “Duke,” I scolded, pressing a hand to my heart and scowling when he merely laughed at my reaction. “Yeah, you’re so hilarious,” I added dryly, reaching forward to start the engine of the car. “Now get in. We’re already late.”

      Still snickering over the mini scare he’d given me, Duke opened the door and slid into the passenger seat. “Well, excuse me for working,” he spouted back cattily.

      I snorted. “Working, my ass.”

      I’d believe that when I saw it. I had a feeling Duke hadn’t completed a full day of work in the eight months he’d been employed at the advertising firm he was at now. It wasn’t in his chemical makeup.

      I think it just made him feel normal to play at having a job.

      “Hey, I work,” he protested, only to snicker. “Sometimes.”

      “But mostly not,” I added for him, and he laughed, not about to correct me.

      I geared the car into drive but before I pulled away from the curb, I cast one last glance toward the woman.

      She was feeding another squirrel. Or maybe it was the same one. Either way, she was paying no attention to us, too absorbed in her task to notice my black Dodge Charger barely twenty yards away. I smiled slightly as I entered traffic.

      And at that moment, I couldn’t even be irritated by just how far behind schedule we were running or be worried about what Duke’s test results might say. A bit of her peace seemed to fill me, and I found myself beginning to hum the Harry Potter theme song under my breath.

      Next to me, Duke arched a curious eyebrow, instantly picking up on my unusual, non-annoyed behavior, and then he followed the path of my recent glance out the passenger side window. When he went as far as to twist in his seat to stare after the woman still sitting in front of Beriss, my gut knotted with tension, just knowing he was going to—

      “What was that?” he asked, coming back around to blink at me questioningly.

      My hand flexed around the steering wheel.

      Feigning innocence, I said, “What was what?”

      He motioned over his shoulder. “You totally just checked that chick out.”

      I sent him an incredulous glance, sputtering, “What!?” even as my heart began to beat a little faster. “I did not.”

      “Yes, you did.” Grinning, he pointed at me, which only made my face heat with guilty humiliation. “You checked her out hard.” Then he gave a delighted laugh and drummed his hands on the dash, exclaiming, “This is awesome. Vaughn has a crush.”

      “Oh, shut up,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “And put your seatbelt on.”

      With a sniff, he ignored his seatbelt. “As if we even have the likelihood of wrecking with you driving, grandma.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “You’re such an ass.”

      He laughed again, reveling in my discomfort. “And you’re blushing like a sixth grader.”

      With no good comeback for that, I merely sighed and ground my teeth irritably, all the while choking the steering wheel in a death grip.

      It was times like this I wished I’d been an only child.

      Meanwhile, Duke hooted out his amusement until the shine of it started to wear off. Just when things settled down and I thought he’d moved past teasing me, he announced into the silence, “Her name’s Lucy, if you were curious.”

      Glancing over as I stopped us at a light, I caught the tail end of his shrug. “Or she goes by Lucy Olivia a lot.” He turned to meet my gaze. “Her cubicle’s three down from mine at Beriss.”

      Returning my attention to the light, I cleared my throat. “Good to know.” I kept my voice sarcastic so he wouldn’t pick up any interest in it, all the while, I decided Lucy was a good name for her. It fit.

      “She’s kind of clumsy, though,” Duke went on, despite my lack of response. “Always seems to drop shit in front of my cubicle. But…” He gave another loose lift of the shoulders. “It makes her bend over a lot, so I can’t really complain.”

      The devilish gleam in his smile told me there was more to the story, so I guessed, “You trip her on purpose, don’t you?”

      He sputtered out his typical guiltily caught laugh, crying, “What? She’s got a nice ass. And hasn’t caught on to what I’m doing yet. Can you blame me?”

      “Yes,” I said with all seriousness, getting us through the intersection as the light turned green. “It’s a dirtbag move. Now put your damn seatbelt on.”

      He grumbled but finally obeyed, clicking the safety harness into place before glancing up and saying, “Want me to get her phone number for you?”

      “Yeah, would you, please?” I asked, deciding to just play along because I knew this was going to be the fastest way to get him to drop the subject entirely. “And then maybe you could come on our first date with us,” I added, blinking my lashes at him hopefully. “You could sit between us at the movies and even walk her to her door with me at the end of the night.”

      Grinning, Duke slugged my shoulder. “Hell, for you, buddy, I’d follow you guys all the way into the bedroom and show you where her g-spot is.”

      “God!” I finally cracked a smile and shook my head. “You really are a twerp, you know that?”

      “Yeah.” He sighed as if refreshed by the insult and rested his head back on his headrest. “I know.”

      The boy sounded so proud of himself that I had to glance over, hoping to soak in some of his joy.

      Eyes closed, he grinned, completely satisfied with his wicked ways.

      It caused a fissure of pain to slash straight across my chest until I found it nearly impossible to breathe.

      But it was just so hard to believe he was dying and that our options were running thin. If some miracle didn’t happen soon, I’d lose that mischievous smirk of his forever.

      I couldn’t imagine a world where he wasn’t in it.

      He didn’t even look that sick. Other than the recent weight loss, deep rings forming under his eyes, and heightened rasp in his voice from the cancer in his throat, he was the same old Duke, as ornery and fiendish as ever, full of piss and vinegar.

      Except everyone kept telling me lately that we were on the downward slide, and he probably wouldn’t see his twenty-third birthday, which was less than six months away.

      Unable to accept that, I bit down on the inside of my lip and tapped my fingers restlessly on the steering wheel as the cancer clinic came into view.

      “You’re going to take this new treatment, right?” I asked quietly. “If the test results are good enough, and the doctor recommends it, you’ll say yes?”

      A tired sigh exited Duke’s lungs before he shook his head against the headrest and said, “I don’t know, man. Chemo fucking sucks. I told you I was done with that shit last time.”

      “I know,” I murmured. I’d been the one to sit beside him through every round; no one knew how much it depleted him the way I did. “But this experimental dosage is supposed to be less aggressive.”

      Groaning, he ground the palms of his hands into his eyes before flinging them into his lap and complaining, “I just don’t see the point. At this stage, nothing is going to save me.”

      “Hey, you’ve made it two years longer than anyone thought you would,” I argued as I pulled into the parking lot. “That’s not nothing.”

      “Yeah, but honestly, we’d only be extending things by a few months. If that. But probably by just weeks. How is that even worth it?”

      It was worth it because I needed those few months. Or weeks. Or days. Whatever I could get, I’d take. I needed every single fucking minute he had left. And if he was too worn out to keep fighting, then I’d fight for him. I’d be his damn lungs to keep breathing if I could.

      But I knew I didn’t have a say in this, and that shattered me.

      “Let’s just see what the doctor has to say, okay?” I allowed, managing to keep my voice steady as I found a shady place to park.

      “Or how about this?” Flinging off his seatbelt, he turned to me. “I’ll take the new medicine if you consider getting yourself laid sometime this decade.”

      “If you take this medicine,” I promised, my heart leaping with hope. “I will personally ask out your hot coworker tomorrow.”

      Didn’t matter how immature and stupid of a deal I thought it was, I was willing to agree to anything.

      A huge grin spread across Duke’s face. “Hot, huh? How’d you know she was hot? I thought you swore you didn’t check her out.”

      I rolled my eyes and then sent him a glance. “You know I checked her out.”

      “Ha!” he crowed, spiking a hand into the air as he gloated. “I knew it. I knew you liked what you saw.” Then he cleared his throat, rattled out a quick cough, and turned serious. “Brother,” he told me solemnly and held out a hand to shake. “You have yourself a deal.”

      Thank God.

      I shook with him, even as a thrilling anxiety raced through my stomach. There was profound relief that he was willing to consider more treatment. But then thinking about pursuing a woman—especially the beautiful, squirrel-feeding, sandwich eater—filled me with dread. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d asked someone out on an actual date. I didn’t even know how it was done anymore.

      Duke would guide me through it, though; I was sure. Hell, his annoying ass would probably be right there between us just as we had teased, and he’d blurt the question to her before I even could.

      Smiling over that image, I felt more reassured as we walked toward the clinic. I was going to get more time with my brother because of this; I was sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I growled out a livid curse and flung the handful of pamphlets that the doctor had just given me across the room as he and his nurse quietly exited, giving Duke and me time to process our newest circumstances.

      “Sons of bitches,” I muttered.

      I wanted to blame my brother’s tardiness on this. If only we’d gotten here ten fucking minutes earlier, this wouldn’t be happening. Or the doctors. I mean, hell. Weren’t they supposed to save lives, not announce the end of them? This was total bullshit.

      But I knew none of those were the reasons we’d been given a no to the new treatment. We’d simply run out of time. The test results had not come back with good news.

      Faring much better than I, Duke calmly slid off the examining table and bent to pick up the pamphlets, one by one, skimming through each as he shuffled them into some kind of order.

      “Let’s go with this one,” he finally announced, holding up the brochure for Compassus Hospice. “It’s got ass in the name.” Then he snorted at his own sophomoric snark.

      My chin trembled, and I nearly lost my shit, right then and there. I think I was going to miss his stupid, juvenile sense of humor the most.

      Somehow corralling my emotions back under control, I nodded once and rasped, “If that’s the one you want.”

      “Yep.” He nodded too. “I’m going to put in my two weeks’ notice at Beriss tomorrow. I don’t feel like working anymore, and advertising firms weren’t really my thing, anyway.”

      Closing my eyes, I shuddered out a breath. “Okay.”

      It was official. Our ship was sinking. There would be no all-saving miracle cure to keep him alive.

      God, but I wasn’t ready.

      Opening my lashes, I looked at my little brother, at the man he’d become and the person he’d never get to be. There was nothing worse on earth than knowing I couldn’t save him. I had no control over what was happening.

      As everything inside me spiraled in a dizzying wave, I hitched my head toward the door. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      Duke grinned and bound toward the exit. “Hell, yes. It’s like you read my mind, brother. Can we go through a drive-through on the way home? I’m craving some french fries and chicken nuggets like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Sure,” I murmured as I followed him out the door, studying the way he moved and filing it all away, trying to save every little memory I could as he strolled down the hall, calling over his shoulder for me to hurry.

      He’d been prepared for this, I realized. He’d known what was going to happen today, and he’d already made peace with it, while I had been living in absolute denial.

      It amazed me how he could do that because that ability had never been gifted to me. I was the worrier, the planner, the one who held on tight. I’d never even considered the possibility of having to let go.

      It scared me. And all I could do was follow his lead on this one, hoping it didn’t destroy me completely.

      He never mentioned me asking anyone else on a date again. And honestly, I forgot all about squirrel-feeding Lucy from his work until two weeks later, when I went to Duke’s bedroom to wake him for yet another appointment, this one with our hospice representative.

      I’d just lifted my hand to knock on his door when it opened, revealing a woman who was trying to exit. Dark hair a complete mess and shoes in her hand, signifying that she’d stayed the night, she was glancing back into the room as if to make sure Duke was still sleeping, all the while moving forward to escape and nearly colliding into my chest in the process.

      She turned back just in time to jar to a halt and yelp out her surprise before crashing into me.

      “What the hell?” I cried, not at all expecting anyone to be sneaking from my dying brother’s bedroom. Especially a woman.

      I wouldn’t have thought sex was something he’d want to attempt or could even accomplish anymore. In the past few weeks, he’d lost a significant amount of weight, his regular activities had slowed, and even that ever-present, bright and mischievous light in his eyes had been starting to dim.

      But I was apparently very wrong about his libido. Proof positive here.

      The woman looked up, then, her bright sapphire blue eyes stealing the air from my lungs before I realized I was looking at the very female I’d watched eat a sandwich in front of Beriss a few short weeks before.

      Lips parting in shock, I could only gape at her for the longest moment.

      Well, I guess I knew what color her eyes were now.
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      The first time I met Vaughn Merrill, he was a total asshole.

      I mean, there I was, trying to make the walk of shame as silently and inconspicuously as possible. But when I opened the door to the guy’s bedroom I was sneaking from, boom, this massive wall of chest covered in a maroon Henley blocked my path.

      It startled the ever-loving crap out of me. So, of course, I screamed.

      In return, the man lurched back, dropping the raised hand he had fisted as if he’d been about to knock, and he blinked at me once before booming, “What the hell?”

      “Huh?” another voice grumbled from the bed behind me, making me cringe because great. This was just great. We’d awoken the one-night stand.

      Now I’d have to talk to him and tell him good morning and goodbye and all that awkward shit I didn’t want to do because I’d never actually had a one-night stand before. I wasn’t too clear on the proper protocol for what happened next, ergo I had decided to just, you know, forego the whole morning-after step and bolt while the bolting was good.

      But thanks to the looming man in front of me, my beautiful, ingenious plan had been botched completely.

      Curse you, loomy man. Now this moment was going to suck even worse than it already did. And I was feeling crappy and uncomfortable and awful enough as it was.

      Did I say that aloud to him, though? No. I was actually an adult and kept my cool.

      “Oh God, sorry,” I gasped, still clutching my chest. A nice, polite, human-sounding apology. “I did not expect someone to be standing right there when I opened the door.”

      I hadn’t even been aware Duke had a roommate.

      Now ask if the roommate pardoned me for screaming in his face or even offered up his own apology for scaring me in the first place?

      Yeah, that would be a big, glaring no.

      Narrowing his eyes as if my very existence offended him, he pointed past me into the room. “Did you just spend the night with him?”

      “Uh…”

      Okay, one: was the answer truly not obvious enough that he just had to ask and make it so spoken and public and out there? I was carrying my shoes in my hands, for God’s sake. Talk about embarrassing.

      But two: what was with the attitude? I hadn’t actually done anything wrong. Duke and I were consenting adults with no relationship ties to anyone else. Just because I was currently calling myself ten kinds of stupid right now for giving in to him, didn’t mean Mr. Loom here could too. So yeah…

      How dare he judge?

      And finally, three: how was it any of his business what I did, even if any of the above was true? This was my mistake I’d made with someone else; not him.

      Pretty sure no one would believe me if I lied and answered no, no, I hadn’t just spent the entire night with Duke, I blinked at Loom, wondering why he seemed so freaking mad, and I decided to just go honest by cringing apologetically—because he was really glaring at me as if I should apologize for something.

      “Er, yes?”

      Not sure why I posed my reply as if it were a question, but it was morning. I hadn’t had my coffee yet, I’d just woken up after a night full of really regrettable decision-making, and now I merely wanted to go home and sulk in a hot bath with wine, but this dude was blocking my way, preventing me from my noble goals with all his accusative questions. It scrambled my brain. And thus, out came a very uncertain yes.

      “How could you?” he hissed, hovering over me like pure rage personified. “Do you not realize what condition he’s in? How fragile his immune system is? Jesus God, having relations with a woman at this point could kill him.”

      “I…” Well, damn.

      At first—and I can’t believe I’m admitting this because it’s simply awful of me, but—I wanted to laugh and snort over the word relations. Seriously though, who used relations to describe sex? So strange.

      But then the rest of his accusation soaked into the old brain cells, and this blooming mass of guilt just kind of killed all traces of humor.

      Had it honestly been so dangerous for Duke to be with me, though?

      Great. Now I was a murderer.

      “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Well, to catch you up to speed,” the ever-sunny Mr. Loom snarled, “Duke has stage four lymphoma, he’s already on hospice, and most pressing of all, he’s about to be late for a vital appointment this morning, thanks to you.”

      “Oh, shit,” I mumbled, wincing. “I had no idea. About the appointment, I mean. I knew the rest; I was at his goodbye party last night at work, and—”

      “Then you should’ve known better!”

      I blinked. “Well, he didn’t mention how dangerous it would be to—”

      “And you didn’t think to ask?” Loom sniffed incredulously and gaped at me as if I were stupid.

      Actually, I kind of had asked. A lot. Enough to annoy Duke with all my are you okays, I think. But I wasn’t about to tell this man that.

      Instead, I snapped, “Well, I guess not, being that he’s a grown-ass man, and I figured he could decide for himself if he’s capable of having sex or not. Why would I question his competence?” I sniffed and rolled my eyes. “That’s not the number one way to give a guy performance issues or anything. And I was trying to make him feel better, not worse.”

      And I wasn’t sure if I had even accomplished that goal, but no way was I going to mention that, either.

      “Did the whole cancer part not give you any kind of pause?”

      “The cancer part was the only freaking reason I didn’t turn him down flat in the first place,” I yelled.

      “And for your information,” he went on, ignoring my response. “He’s not a grown-ass man; he’s a damn overgrown child.”

      I opened my mouth to argue back because I really wanted to argue with this jerk and put him in his place, but he made a very valid point. Duke was definitely the epitome of an overgrown child.

      But still…

      “Look. Do you really think that irresponsible, immature, inappropriate playboy in there is actually my type? Uh-uh. I mean, he’s a sweet enough goofball, but I would’ve told him to shove it where the sun don’t shine if he hadn’t thrown the whole I’m-dying spiel in my face to begin with. Give me one last hurrah before I go, he begged. I mean, really, how do you say no to that?”

      The man in front of me blinked. His expression had changed from disdain to surprise to maybe a little bit of sympathy—but now I’m pretty sure I just imagined all those emotions—because he was definitely tossing haughty contempt at me now.

      Stepping close, he leaned his face down toward me, and he spoke quietly but succinctly. “You just say no.”

      I gulped, feeling my skin chill to a horrible dread. Glaring petulantly into his dark, nearly black eyes, I ignored the panic and fear over how much worse I’d made things for Duke by being with him, and I growled, “Well then, I guess I just fucked up, huh?”

      Now if he could kindly step aside so I could go home and bawl over just how terrible I was, I’d really appreciate it.

      From behind me, I heard bare feet shuffle forward.

      Oh damn.

      Then, I flinched into the face of the man glaring at me as my one-night stand sleepily rumbled, “What in the hell is all this arguing about out here?”

      “Did I just give you a death sentence by not saying no last night?” I demanded, whirling around to arch my eyebrows pointedly at him for putting me in this awkward situation. But as soon as I faced him, I shrieked, “Oh my God,” and lifted my hand to block my view of him. “Where are your clothes?”

      Duke snickered. “What’s the big deal? It’s not like you didn’t see everything last night.”

      I closed my eyes and groaned, wondering how my life had descended into this. Probably because I was a bleeding heart who couldn’t say no. Oh, you’re dying? From cancer? And probably won’t ever get the chance to experience pleasure with a woman ever again? Well, okay. You can borrow my body for a minute. It’s alright. There, there now. And, sure, I’ll stay all night and cuddle, just because you need to feel whole again.

      God, I was stupid. And what was worse; I didn’t know which man to believe: the one claiming I’d made everything worse or the one acting like everything was absolutely fine and normal. Because Duke did not look or act as bad off as everyone was saying he was.

      When he yawned big and began to scratch his balls, I made a distressed, aggravated sound in the back of my throat and pressed both hands over my eyes. “If I had known being with me would make things worse for you,” I started, but his snort cut me off.

      “Honey, it doesn’t get much worse than this. I’ll be lucky if I survive the month. Who the fuck cares if I get my rocks off a little before I go?” I blew out a relieved breath as he added, “Don’t let my overprotective, worrywart of a big brother get the best of you. You did not make anything worse for me. And I really appreciate what you did, okay?”

      Slowly, I removed my hands from my eyes and blinked at him. “Okay. But—”

      “No buts.” He lifted a finger to silence my concerns. “Just tell me last night was great and give me a hug goodbye.”

      I paused horribly, unable to say any such thing about the night before. Because it’d been awkward, uncomfortable, and embarrassing, and absolutely nothing about it had been great for me. But I couldn’t upset Duke with the truth.

      For some reason, I glanced toward Loom. He lifted an eyebrow as if daring me to admit how I really felt.

      I scowled at him and then stepped toward Duke to hug him. “Thank you for last night,” I said against his frail chest.

      No matter what I thought about the actual events, it’d been an experience I wouldn’t soon forget. And even though he didn’t act like someone who was dying, I couldn’t leave him with any kind of negativity.

      Duke sighed gratefully and hugged me back, murmuring into my ear, “Thank you. And just ignore Vaughn. I usually do. He’s only jealous because you did something for me that he couldn’t.”

      I cringed over that bit of inappropriateness, but I had to admit, the derisive answering snort that came behind me from the man who must be big brother Vaughn was pretty satisfying.

      “Take care of yourself, will you,” I ordered gently. “And keep in touch. For as long as you can.”

      He nodded and kissed my cheek. “Of course.”

      I touched his shoulder as I pulled away and whispered, “Bye.”

      When I turned, I nearly ran into his brother again, who was still scowling and still hovering. God, he was tall. And gorgeous.

      Still...

      He didn’t get a goodbye from me. I merely glowered back and edged around him, muttering, “Excuse me,” as I left.

      I never saw Duke alive again. He didn’t contact me, and I never contacted him.

      Seven weeks after that morning, I attended his funeral.

      And a week after that, I sank numbly onto the closed seat of my toilet in my bathroom, blinking in shock at the positive results of the home pregnancy test quivering in my hand.
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      Clutching an empty cardboard box to my chest, I pushed open the door to Duke’s room, and then I just stood there, staring into the darkened abyss.

      I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t go inside. Not yet.

      Legs shaking and sweat gathering, I collapsed to my knees and gasped. The box threatened to collapse in my arms as I squeezed it close and bowed my head.

      Eyes clamped shut, I tried to settle my ragged breaths by inhaling deeply as I sat the rest of the way down and pressed my back to the hallway wall, but it didn’t help. It still felt like I was going to lose my shit at any moment.

      I don’t know what was wrong with me.

      It wasn’t like I hadn’t done this before. I’d only been nineteen when my parents had died in a car accident. A freshman in college, I’d dropped out of school to come home and take care of my thirteen-year-old brother. And there was no way Duke had wanted anything to do with cleaning out their room after they were gone, meaning the entire, agonizing task had been left up to me.

      So why couldn’t I clean out his room now that he was gone?

      And why was it so much harder to accept the fact that my baby brother was dead too?

      Pushing the now-tattered box off my lap, I pulled my knees up to my chest so I could hug them, and I recalled the last meaningful conversation we’d had together before he had passed.

      He’d been bedridden by that time, his bones and muscles too exhausted to even try much movement. Every shift he made on the mattress caused him to wince and clutch his swollen abdomen. His face had a pale, bluish tinge and was perpetually damp from the constant night sweats and recurring fevers, and he coughed a lot due to the tumors pressing on his trachea.

      His appetite had been gone, and when he tried to eat, his nausea typically caused him to vomit it all up, anyway. I’d learned to bring him the blandest, most odorless liquid meals possible—since chewing also hurt his jaws—and even then, he’d begun to turn up his nose at everything I offered him.

      “Got you some supper,” I announced, keeping my voice quiet as I nudged the door open with my toe and entered. “Lentils and broth.”

      With a groan, Duke had turned his face to the side and barely lifted a hand, rejecting it.

      I could still remember the vile flood of panic that hit my taste buds. I wanted to take the soup to him anyway, manually open his jaws with my hand and pour it down his throat, anything to replenish his strength and get him out of this state. But he looked so miserable, I couldn’t argue with a single thing he wanted.

      So I’d swallowed down the fear and nodded, backing from the room to return the bowl to the kitchen. When I returned, I carried a hardback with the bookmark sticking out at about the three-quarters finished area.

      “Want me to read to you?” I asked, starting for the chair at his bedside and settling down.

      He hadn’t wanted to watch TV in the last few days, all the noise and action and lights gave him a headache. So I had started reading to him to keep him company.

      And as I sat, opening the book on my lap, he slowly turned his head to look at me from bleary, bloodshot eyes. “Now I know I’m dying,” he announced, his parched lips cracking as he offered me a tired smile. “You didn’t argue with me about the food.”

      He made a valid point. For the last seven years since he’d been diagnosed, I’d argued and pushed, forcing him to try every available treatment and take care of himself. And the fact that I hadn’t even made a comment when he’d turned down the meal told both of us just how fucking scared I was.

      But he’d gone downhill so fast. One day, he’d been his normal, annoying self, with a slight cough. And now he was...this.

      He’d had numerous ups and downs over the years, being bedridden and popping back as if nothing had happened. But this… This terrified me more than I’d ever been terrified. Something was missing from his eyes whenever he looked at me. It was like he’d already stopped living.

      Hands trembling, I slowly closed the book and kept my palms pressed hard against both covers as I simply looked at him, trying to will him to recover with my begging stare alone.

      He shifted his head slightly, his version of a nod, and then he said, “I think I’m ready to get real now,” before pausing to cough and catch his breath.

      But I shook my head and lifted a hand, my chin trembling and eyes watering. “No. Duke, it’s fine. You don’t—”

      He spoke over me, his cancer-ridden vocal cords making his voice rough and guttural. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What?!” With incredulous outrage, I sniffed. “Alright, just don’t, okay? You have absolutely nothing to apologize for. Jesus, Duke, you have no control over this. I have no control over it. It... It just...is.”

      Dammit. I knew my voice would break if I kept trying to talk, so I stopped.

      Which gave my wheezing brother time to answer. “I was an ass to you. All these years you took care of me, and I rebelled at every turn.”

      I started to shake my head again as he paused to cough. “You’re the younger brother,” I excused. “That’s your job.”

      I didn’t care how hard he’d made my life; this was not something I’d forgive him for because there wasn’t a fucking thing to forgive.

      “And I’m sorry about Lucy,” he added once he could talk again.

      I blinked, then furrowed my brow. “Lucy?”

      Neither of us had said a word about her since the morning she’d left this very room and never returned. I had stared after her, watching her leave, then turned back to Duke and ordered him to get his ass ready for his appointment.

      Why the hell was he bringing her up now?

      Duke’s eyes filled with pain as he confessed, “I slept with her on purpose.”

      I snorted, muttering, “Obviously. I’m not sure how you could’ve lured her back to our place and had sex with her by accident.”

      “No.” He closed his eyes briefly, then tried again. “I chose her on purpose because I knew you liked her.”

      “What? No. I don’t—” Pausing because I needed a moment to calm myself, I pressed my lips together and watched Duke fight his shortness of breath.

      Then I answered, “I don’t even know that woman. How could I like her?”

      Yes, I’d enjoyed watching her eat her lunch one day outside Beriss. I’d been interested and attracted, and okay, it had rubbed me wrong when I’d seen her come out of Duke’s bedroom that morning, but then I’d moved on and frankly forgotten about it.

      “I think you would, though,” Duke answered, through a cough. “If you knew her, you’d like her. She’s actually really nice. Too nice for my taste. But not yours.”

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead violently. “It doesn’t matter,” I assured. “If the two of you clicked and—”

      “No,” he cut in. “No!” When he used more energy and vehemence than I’d seen him have in days, I stopped trying to argue to let him have his say. And after catching his breath again, he told me, “That’s the thing. We didn’t click. We never clicked. I fucked her to hurt you. On purpose.”

      “What?” I hissed incredulously, shaking my head. Then I blinked, trying to make sense of his words in my brain because they sounded insane. Finally, I just asked, “Why?”

      “Because I wanted you mad,” he told me, his gaze full of agony. “I wanted you to hate me. That way…” When another coughing fit hit, he tried to talk through it. “That way… That way, you wouldn’t be so sad and miss me after I’m gone.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. “Really?”

      “But… But I changed my mind,” he went on, making my heart hurt. “I do want you to miss me. I don’t want you to hate me.”

      “Duke, I don’t...” My eyes filled with immediate tears. “I don’t hate you.”

      “Well, you should.”

      “God.” When a sob grated painfully from my throat, I shoved the book off my lap and slid from the chair, falling to my knees at his bedside to grip his arm.

      Grief sluiced through me in a violent wave as I shook my head and gritted my teeth. “You really are one stupid son of a bitch,” I charged, through watery eyes and heaving, uneven breaths. “You know that? Because nothing on this green earth could keep me from missing you after you’re gone. Nothing anyone said, nothing anyone did, nothing. Not even anything you say or do against me. No one will miss you as much as I will. You got that? You’re everything to me. Everything.”

      Choked up by my misery, I leaned in and pressed my head to his frail shoulder. And then I broke open, unable to contain it anymore.

      All the words I’d been keeping locked in tight, spilled out as I begged him. “Jesus, Duke. Please... Don’t go. I’m not ready. I don’t know how to do this without you. I’ll do anything, please… Just keep fucking breathing. You’re my entire world, and I can’t… I can’t...”

      His hand touched my hair. “You can,” he told me simply. “You will.”

      “No.” I sat up, wiping my eyes and nose, and making a complete mess of myself but not caring. “I don’t even want to think about it.” It was too hard. Too overwhelming.

      “But you’re the one who takes care of things,” Duke said simply. “Now it’s time to take care of you.”

      When I sniffed back more tears and continued to wipe my eyes, he pressed, “Promise me.”

      So I immediately answered, “Okay,” willing to promise him anything. “I’ll take care of myself. I promise.”

      He breathed out a relieved breath and closed his eyes. “Good. Love you, Vaughn.”

      More tears gushed down my cheeks. “I love you too, little brother.”

      His lips cracked again as he attempted a smile. Then he murmured, “Tired.”

      “Okay. Sleep,” I urged, reaching out to touch his face to acknowledge that his fever was returning. “I’ll stay with you.”

      Until the end.

      He didn’t answer, already falling unconscious, and he stayed asleep throughout the next day. When he woke up again, he wasn’t cognizant enough to speak true words to me. I asked hospice if he needed to be hospitalized when they came to check in, but I was assured that there was no need. If he wanted to be home, he could stay home, where he was the most comfortable.

      Three days later, he died in his sleep, tucked in his own bed.

      And I hadn’t been able to go into his room since they’d wheeled his body away.

      Thumping my head back on the wall of the hallway next to his door, I choked out a dry sound and tried to persuade myself to get up and walk in there, already. It’d been over two months now. I should be able to do this.

      But I couldn’t. I could not for the life of me go and simply sort through his things.

      I didn’t want to do any of this, frankly. I didn’t want to be here, sitting alone, cleaning up after everyone who’d left me. I didn’t want to be alive, on this earth, forced to endure their absence.

      What was even the point? My entire family was gone. I had no one. Coworkers were nice and tried to understand, asking if I needed anything, but none of them truly got it. My pain was unpleasant and uncomfortable for them, so they mostly avoided me.

      It was miserable, and I just... I was done.

      Check, please.

      I wanted to be gone with them.

      Eyes flashing open, I realized something with immediate clarity.

      I didn’t have to keep going without them, did I? I could just end it, here and now. No more misery. No more pain. No more oppressive solitude. There’d just be...nothing.

      God, nothing sounded nice right now.

      Dark, blessed, beautiful nothing.

      The idea was so enticing that I surged to my feet, ready to implement my journey into nothingness immediately before I could fully think it through and possibly change my mind.

      The intoxicating thrill of determination flooded my veins.

      A gun would be the best choice. So quick it’d be painless and instant. But I didn’t own a firearm, so my mind wandered on to other possibilities.

      Pills would take too long, and I wasn’t sure I had anything effective enough on hand in my medicine cabinet, anyway.

      Cutting seemed like it’d be painful and messy and take too long too. And pain was what I was trying to avoid here. Besides, I wanted something I couldn’t change my mind and back out of once I started it. And I could still call for help if I was just sitting there, bleeding out.

      It’d have to be by hanging, then. There’d be no way to stop that once it got underway.

      Yes. That was it. I’d hang myself.

      Racking my brain for something I could use for the rope, I rushed down the hall toward the garage. When I could find nothing even vaguely rope-like, I cursed and shoved over a metal shelf full of old rags and oil containers. It crashed to the floor with a resounding clang, and as an old tent that was bundled in its carrying bag rolled across the floor, I focused on the pull cord that kept it closed. Then I attacked, surging toward it and snagging it from its bag.

      The damn thing was too short, but maybe I had similar cords around the house I could tie together to make a good-enough noose to get the job done.

      I returned inside and opened a closet, only to focus on the vacuum cleaner...or more specifically on the plug-in cord connected to the vacuum cleaner. Now that would make the perfect rope.

      So...where to do it?

      The front room was the most optimal place. With a vaulted ceiling, it had these large wooden cross beams perfect for my needs. Dragging in a kitchen chair from the dining room, I stood on the seat and tied the cord onto the high beam. Once it was in place, I heaved out a breath, wondering what needed to be done next.

      But I think I had everything covered. I was here, prepared to proceed.

      Realizing what the final step was, I swallowed and glanced around the living room to say my goodbyes.

      Was this really it, then? I was just going to do this?

      I blinked, my gaze focusing sharply. Duke and I hadn’t changed the house much since Mom and Dad had passed, so we still had the same furniture as when we’d been kids. The four of us had camped out on the couch almost every Saturday evening for movie night. We rarely agreed on what to watch so we always seemed to settle on superhero movies.

      Damn, I thought. But how in the hell had it come to this?

      My gaze landed on the pictures on the wall. Most were family portraits Mom had hung over the years. There were toothless grade school shots of both me and Duke, and more, continuing through to our senior year.

      Across the room, Mom and Dad’s wedding portrait was surrounded by more pictures of the family.

      Of memories.

      Promise me, Duke’s voice echoed through my head, stirring up another memory. Promise me you’ll take care of yourself.

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered, my eyes watering. I didn’t want to remain in this world without them—there was nothing here for me—but I’d promised.

      I’d told him I’d be okay.

      But I wasn’t, and I didn’t want to keep the promise. I couldn’t.

      It was too hard.

      Except dammit, I’d never broken a promise to Duke before.

      Why the hell had he made me swear such an impossible thing? I didn’t want to stay. There was no reason for me to remain here and suffer. No family or people who—

      A knock on the front door had me jumping so hard, I nearly tumbled off the chair.

      “Christ,” I hissed, pressing a hand to my heart and glad I hadn’t looped the vacuum cleaner cord around my neck yet.

      My pulse skyrocketed with nerves as I hopped onto the carpet. Even though it was impossible for anyone to know, I still wondered if someone had figured out my plan.

      Hoping no one was here to stop me, I hurried to the entrance to see who it was.

      Then I used my body to block the interior so my visitor couldn’t see in, and I opened the door, peering out.

      I did not expect to find the person who stood on my doorstep at all.
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      I absolutely dreaded making my second trip to the Merrill house.

      I guess I really hadn’t needed to go there, but after confessing all the humiliating details of my pregnancy origins to my family and getting their full support and offer of help, I began to think of the thing growing inside me as an actual child.

      And I realized that someday this child was probably going to talk. And ask questions. Lots of questions. Just like my six-year-old nephew, Braiden, did. And I could already picture him or her asking the very first one.

      But, Mama, who’s my daddy?

      Honestly, I hadn’t known all that much about Duke Merrill. Ergo, here I was. Again.

      Remembering the last time I’d been here, I shuddered in revulsion, then winced in guilt because I wasn’t being very respectful of the dead. Poor Duke couldn’t help it that he’d been so bad in the sack. He’d just been happy for one last orgasm. And I should be satisfied with giving him a smile on his way out.

      If only it hadn’t ended with me turning into a soon-to-be mother.

      Dear God, even the word mother made me break out in a cold sweat. I was so not ready for parenthood.

      But never mind that. I was here for an entirely different reason. Or maybe it was because of that very reason I was here. Part of me was already acting motherly and striving to give my child whatever I thought was needed.

      Steeling my resolve before seeing Duke’s brother again, I fisted my hands at my sides, blew out a long breath, and then I did it.

      I knocked on the door.

      My pulse picked up and nerves set in when I heard footsteps approaching from the inside. Then I winced as the latch clicked and the door began to open.

      Vaughn appeared before I was ready for him, all tall and imposing, dark eyes meeting mine and sending a punch of intimidation and attraction right through me.

      Wait. Did I just say attraction? Yeah, scratch that. That word totally had not meant to come out of my thoughts. Because I was not attracted to Vaughn Merrill. I mean, just because a person was attractive didn’t automatically mean you had to form some kind of sexual—

      No, not sexual. Jesus, why did I keep thinking words I didn’t mean to? This was getting bad. And all the while, he just stood there, waiting for me to speak, while my brain fumbled over words I didn’t want it to think.

      He had a thick covering of facial hair now, and the rings under his eyes told me he hadn’t been sleeping well. The poor man was still mourning. It hadn’t even been three months since he’d buried his brother.

      Damn, maybe I should’ve waited a bit before making this house call.

      Oh well. Too late now. He was already standing there, still just looking at me.

      Waiting.

      Stomach twitching with sympathy, I shed all the spite and resentment and—okay, fine—attraction I’d been feeling for him, and I heaved in a big breath before saying, “Hi,” as brightly as I could.

      His eyes twitched as he squinted at me in confusion.

      Certain that meant he didn’t recognize me, I clasped my hands together and said, “You probably don’t remember me, but—”

      “I remember,” he cut in stonily.

      “O-oh.” For some reason, I hadn’t expected him to say that, so now I was all thrown off-balance and couldn’t recall what I’d planned to ask in the first place. “Well, uh, good. I mean…”

      Argh, I really sucked at this.

      Shaking my head and giving him a tremulous apologetic grin, I added, “I didn’t get a chance to speak with you at the funeral…”

      Because I might have purposely avoided him at all costs that day.

      But I had gone to the service with a couple of my coworkers, and none of them knew I’d—you know—had relations with Duke. I kind of really didn’t want any of them to know, either, so I’d avoided running into Vaughn while I was with the others because I’d had this unreasonable fear that he would oust me completely, pointing when he saw me and shouting in front of all the mourners: Hey, aren’t you that lady who had the one-night stand with my brother? Or worse. What if he pointed and said, YOU’RE the reason Duke’s gone.

      So yeah, no way could I go anywhere near him that day and potentially get myself guilted for life.

      “I saw you there,” Vaughn told me, making me feel even worse for avoiding him.

      “Oh,” I repeated. “Well, I—I just wanted to express my condolences. I’m so sorry for your loss. I only knew Duke from Beriss for those eight months he worked there, but, uh, he was a very memorable guy. I think he packed more life into the office than everyone else combined.”

      When I paused—because this was the point where the other person usually thanked you for your compassion and offer of comfort—Vaughn Merrill didn’t thank me at all. And he certainly didn’t appease my biggest fear that my being with Duke might’ve been what killed him.

      Narrowing his eyes with suspicion, he merely said, “And?”

      And?

      “Uh…” Wow, he just kept jostling me with his unexpected and rudely abrupt responses. Not that I didn’t deserve them—you know, for possibly killing off his brother—but still.

      “Well…” Clearing my throat before getting to the next part, I nodded, bolstering myself. “I was just wondering if you had a picture or two of him to spare that I could keep and, uh, if there’s anything about him you’d be willing to share with me. Just random, odds-and-ends facts that someone might put into—I don’t know—a scrapbook or…or something. Just anything. It would be really helpful.”

      Vaughn didn’t answer for an uncomfortably long moment. Then he shook his head slightly, revealing his confusion. “I thought you said you hadn’t known him that well.”

      “Yeah…” I started, frowning out my own bewilderment because why the hell was it any of his business. “Th-that’s why I’m asking for a couple of things to help me get a better picture of who he was in my head.”

      “Why?” he asked bluntly.

      Oh Jesus. I really hadn’t wanted to tell him why.

      It was at that moment that I realized he’d never invited me inside. But it wasn’t his lack of manners that bothered me. It was me, standing outside in the open for anyone to hear me confess my life mistakes, that I wasn’t a big fan of.

      Gritting my teeth, I backed up, stepped down off the first step to the front stoop and glanced left, then right.

      No neighbors seemed to be out in their yards to listen in. So I sucked in more courage and turned back to Vaughn, easing back up the stairs.

      “So the thing is,” I started in a rush. “I’m pregnant, and I just thought a tiny bit of information about the baby’s daddy would be nice to have on hand in case, you know, someday the little guy here actually asks about him.” I rubbed my belly and sent Vaughn a chagrined wince as I finished the whirlwind explanation, probably running the words together horribly in order to get them all out as fast as possible. “Can you help a girl out?”

      He just stared at me. Again.

      Then he blinked. “You’re pregnant?”

      I refused to repeat anything, so I just bit the corner of my lip nervously and nodded.

      “And you’re sure it’s his?”

      I really had to work and get myself right with Jesus in order not to take exception to that question.

      But once I finally calmed myself enough to answer rationally, I nodded. “Yes.”

      “How?”

      I’m sorry, what?

      “Did you just ask me how? As in how I’m sure Duke’s the father? Really?”

      Alright, screw calm.

      Vaughn Merrill needed to be taught a lesson in some serious manners. You don’t press a woman on whether or not she was absolutely certain she knew who her baby’s daddy was if she answered with an explicitly clear yes the first time around.

      Asshole.

      “Well, you know. Now that you mention it, I am a little uncertain. Because it’s either Duke’s baby or the last guy I was with...two fucking years ago. So, you know....” I lifted both hands and alternated between shifting them up and down as if weighing my choices. “I guess it could go either way. I’m so glad you asked, though, and made me feel like a super slut in the process. Appreciate it.”

      Not a fan of my sarcasm, he sniffed and shook his head. “I didn’t mean…” But he must’ve known he couldn’t save face at that point, so he dropped whatever excuse, apology, or explanation he’d been about to make, and my own guilt reached a snapping point.

      “Look. I’m sorry. Okay?” Tears watered in my eyes. “I know it’s my fault he died. And if I could take it back, I totally would, but it doesn’t negate the fact that—”

      “It’s not your fault that he died,” he cut in, squinting at me as if confused by why I would make such a claim.

      I blinked at him, equally confused by his confusion. Then I burst out, “But you said that my being with him in his weakened state would—”

      “He died because he had lymphoma,” he said with certainty, then shook his head. “No other reason.”

      “But—” I cut myself off and tipped my head because…lymphoma? I’d been telling everyone he had leukemia.

      Geez. I really hadn’t known anything about Duke, had I?

      “I get your guilt,” Vaughn was saying. “I do. I was supposed to be the one taking care of him. Keeping him healthy. And I fucking failed. So I understand all your worries.”

      When he paused abruptly to rein in his own emotions, I blinked, not sure what to say.

      But after a moment of swallowing hard and drawing in a deep breath, he met my gaze with steady eyes. “But neither of us killed him. The cancer did.”

      I nodded, bobbing my head like an idiot, no words in my arsenal to help him through this moment, which obviously seemed hard for him.

      He didn’t need me to speak, though. A moment later, he frowned and asked, “Were you pregnant at the funeral?”

      I blinked, certain I had misheard that one. Then I shook my head and sniffed out my amusement. “Um, not sure how Duke could’ve gotten me pregnant after it.”

      “I mean—shit.” His face flushed with color when he realized how idiotic he’d been, and he closed his eyes briefly as if he needed to clear his thoughts. Then he touched his brow, reset his brain, and seemed to be back in working order again as he dropped his hand and opened his lashes. “Did you know then, is what I was asking?”

      “Oh.” Okay, that made more sense. “No. I found out a little over a week later.”

      “Christ.” Gripping his head, he hissed out a humorless laugh and rasped, “This is just like him. Still making me clean up his damn messes, even from the grave.”

      “Um, excuse me.” I lifted an indignant finger. “But there’s no mess here. I might have done something I wish I hadn’t, and now there are consequences to deal with. But my kid is not a mess. Nor would I expect or want you of all people to clean it up if there was one because it’s none of your business.”

      “How could you be so irresponsible?” he ranted on as if he hadn’t even heard me. “Have you never heard of damn protection?”

      I gasped, unable to believe this guy. I wanted to sock him so hard. Right in the jaw. But he was also right. I had completely forgotten protection that night. I’d been so nervous about being careful and not wanting to inadvertently hurt Duke that the thought of condoms and all other forms of prevention had completely slipped my mind.

      Duke obviously hadn’t been concerned—because honestly, why would he need to be—so remembering all that really had been on me. But still…

      “Look,” I growled, stepping toward Duke’s jerk-faced brother and glaring. “I only came here for a damn picture, not to be judged and lectured about my questionable life decisions, alright? I’m already beating myself up enough for all of that, as it is. I know I could’ve and should have done so many things differently that night, but I can’t take it back now, can I? So just get off my back. If you decide to be an actual human being with some semblance of a heart someday and want to give me any kind of information that I can share with your future niece or nephew about Duke, then great. Here’s my card.”

      I shoved it against his chest and let go so abruptly that he had to scramble to keep it from falling to the ground.

      “But if not...” I sniffed at him snidely and shrugged before turning away and stalking off. “Then have a good life, asshole.”
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      Gaping after the irate brunette, I released a shaky breath as she stormed across the yard and climbed into a silver sedan. When its engine started, I dropped my gaze to the ruled, 3x5 cardstock in my hand with her name on it and her home address, plus a phone number underneath. It was as if she’d been writing study notes for a test at school and had paused to make herself a makeshift business card, just for me.

      For some reason, that made my stomach knot with unease, as if I’d interrupted the natural order of her life.

      But hadn’t I, though? If I hadn’t watched her feed that damn squirrel, my brother wouldn’t have thought I’d grown some raging crush and focused his attention on her, to begin with, and she wouldn’t be in this situation now.

      “Jesus.”

      I ran my thumb over the dried ink of her surname. Gamble. I hadn’t known her fucking last name until this very moment, and it was my fault her entire world had just flipped on its axis, that she was going to be a single mother, raising her child with no help at all.

      God, she’d been absolutely right about me; I was an asshole. I’d treated her abhorrently. And I hadn’t been any less of a jerk during our first encounter, either.

      I’d just been so completely caught off-guard, first by discovering she’d slept with my brother and then from hearing that she was carrying his child. Anger had been my go-to, knee-jerk reaction.

      That was no excuse, I know, but—damn—maybe Duke hadn’t been too far off the mark with his assumptions. Maybe I had experienced a bit of a crush on Lucy at first sight because, if I was being completely honest with myself, seeing her come out of his room had hit me hard.

      And then to learn about her pregnancy—

      I laughed hoarsely. Worst time ever to get jealous, Vaughn. I was going to be her kid’s uncle. I couldn’t—

      Holy shit. I lifted my face and sucked in a breath as I focused on Duke’s senior-year portrait.

      “You’re going to be a dad,” I told him, the truth of it sinking in completely this time.

      My brother was going to be a father, and a part of him was going to continue in this world. The Merrill line wasn’t going to end with me, after all.

      I still had family left. Something to live for.

      Promise me, Duke’s voice wavered through my head.

      “Did you plan this?” I asked his picture, fully believing he’d somehow acted from the grave and caused some sort of divine intervention to give me a reason to keep going.

      But that couldn’t be possible. He couldn’t have had a clue that a child would come from his actions. He would’ve said something to me during his deathbed confessions; I was sure of it. But it had happened, anyway.

      And I suddenly had so much to do.

      Spinning around, I started through the living room, already adding up a list in my head of everything I needed to get done in the next nine months. I knew absolutely nothing about babies. First, I’d have to educate myself, buy books, read up online, maybe join some group. Then I needed to—

      The kitchen chair that still sat in the middle of the room nearly tripped me up, reminding me of the rope I’d left dangling above my head.

      Shit. I glanced up, already having forgotten about that.

      I hadn’t been looking for a sign telling me I had a reason to stick around, but if there ever was one, this would be it.

      Meaning, first things first: get rid of the damn noose.

      I couldn’t die today; I had work to do and my brother’s child counting on me to do it.

      “I promise,” I said aloud, glancing one last time at Duke’s picture. I promised that I’d do right by his kid. I’d make sure it was taken care of in the best ways possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          

      

    

    







            LUCY OLIVIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I was pretty certain I’d never see or hear from Vaughn again.

      So I nearly fell out of my hospital bed from shock when he appeared in the doorway of my patient room, holding a gift bag down at his side, the morning after Ava Grace was born.

      My brother and his wife, Bentley, were with me, my first visitors of the day. Bentley had immediately stolen my child and was sitting with her in the rocking chair, cooing happily, and Beau was hovering around my breakfast tray that had just been delivered. Apparently, Bentley had rushed him from home to drop Braiden off with her parents and get here before he could eat, so he was hungrily eyeing all my food when a tap came on the door.

      “Come in,” Beau called over his shoulder as if it were his room, not mine, and he reached for a stalk of celery in my veggie cup.

      I smacked his hand and glowered. “Really?”

      “What? You don’t even like celery.” And he rebelliously dipped it into my ranch dressing before popping it into his mouth.

      Behind him, the door opened, and a nurse poked her head inside. “You have a visitor. He says he’s the baby’s uncle.”

      “Huh?” Beau whirled around with his mouth full. “No, I’m the baby’s uncle.”

      He marched toward the door indignantly and yanked it all the way open to reveal part of the man who was standing behind the nurse.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m, uh...Vaughn Merrill.”

      My pulse zinged when I heard his familiar voice, but that was probably just because my system was preparing for my blood pressure to skyrocket with anger as it always did in Vaughn’s presence.

      “Merrill?” Beau repeated. “You the dead guy’s brother, then?”

      “Beau!” I hissed. But, oh my God, how had I been related to this inconsiderate buffoon my entire life? Although, you know, his influence on me was probably the reason I accidentally had my own inconsiderate moments more often than I wanted to.

      He glanced at me with a shrug. “Want me to let him in?”

      Did I? I kind of dreaded going another round with Vaughn; I was still worn out from giving birth less than twenty-four hours before. But he was Ava’s uncle. It’d feel rude to turn him away. Besides, I was curious to know why he was here, to begin with. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him since I’d asked for a picture of Duke. And oddly, I was sort of eager for the strange dopamine hit of enraged vitality that rushed through me whenever I was in his presence.

      Lifting a hand, I waved my assent to Beau. “I mean, yeah. Whatever. He’s her family.”

      The nurse, then Beau, stepped aside, and I got my first full view of Vaughn in months. The gift bag he held had a pastel rainbow on the side with a teddy bear sliding down it into a pile of clouds. It looked really strange in his terse, grumpy possession.

      I blinked at him as he uneasily stepped into the room.

      “How did you know…?” I started, shaking my head in wonder.

      “I called the hospital to see if you were here,” he answered before gulping and wincing guiltily when he added, “every day for the past three weeks.”

      I’m not sure why hearing that hit me the way it did, but this wave of emotion rippled through me. I just couldn’t imagine someone caring that much and going through—

      Though yeah, you’re right; it was probably Ava he’d cared about getting information on, not me.

      I think I hid my feelings rather well when I rolled my eyes and muttered, “Oh, geez. You could’ve just called me, you know, if you wanted baby updates. Or did you lose my contact card?”

      “No.” He shook his head and heaved out a heavy sigh. “I still have it. I just—I wasn’t sure if you’d want to see me again after last time since I was kind of a…”

      When words failed him and he shamefully lowered his face, I helpfully supplied, “A jerk? You were a jerk.”

      He glanced up, and his voice cracked when he said, “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

      I shrugged, realizing I actually wasn’t mad about his past behavior anymore, or even if I really ever had been. “It’s okay,” I told him, not wanting him to feel bad about any of it either. It was all water under the bridge. “You were still in the middle of mourning. And I could’ve been a lot more empathetic and patient with you.”

      I squinted at his face, wondering how he was doing these days, grieving-wise. He’d shaved, so maybe that was a good sign. It was hard to tell, though; he was such a closed-off kind of guy. Completely different from how his brother had been.

      “What happened last time?” nosy Beau asked, making air quotes when he spoke.

      “None of your business,” I snapped at him, before returning my attention to Vaughn. “This is my brother, Beau, by the way. And his wife, Bentley.”

      Vaughn hitched up his chin silently to Beau, then dragged his gaze across the room to the rocking chair where Bentley still sat. He started to give her a respectful nod, but then the baby in her arms made a noise, and he jolted, instantly dropping his attention to the bundle.

      The air hissed from his lungs, and I held my breath, anxious for his reaction. I’d been in this strange, dazed sense of awe since the moment the nurse had placed my daughter into my arms. She was just so—

      I couldn’t even come up with the proper words to describe the humbling sense of honor I experienced, knowing she was mine to raise and nurture and spend the rest of my life loving. It didn’t feel as if I should deserve such a prize.

      I wanted everyone else to experience that same overwhelming sense of peace and joy in her presence as well. And it seemed like Vaughn was the perfect tough and judgmental candidate to really test her power of influence on.

      If he was impressed by her, then my own assessment would be validated.

      Lips parting, Vaughn set the gift bag down next to where he was standing in the middle of the room, and he drifted toward the rocking chair as if a rope were towing him in against his will.

      “And that’s Ava Grace,” I said softly.

      “Ava?” He glanced my way. “It’s a girl?”

      I nodded.

      Returning his attention to the rocking chair, he peered down as Bentley opened a flap on the blanket wrapped around the baby so he could see her better.

      “Shit.” Sucking in a breath, he set a fist against his mouth and rasped, “Jesus, she has his widow’s peak.”

      He looked so taken with staring at her, that Bentley sent me a questioning glance as if asking what she should do.

      I was too busy trying not to cry to know how the hell to respond, though, so I shrugged, clueless, wishing there was some kind of manual to help guide a person through this type of situation.

      Finally, I cleared my throat. “Do you, uh, do you want to hold her?”

      Vaughn shot me an incredulous glance as if that were an awful question, but then he licked his lips, looking tempted, and croaked, “I…” He shook his head. “I’ve never held a baby before.”

      “Oh!” God bless Bentley; she was the one who brightly perked to life. “It’s simple. Here.” She rose from the chair, still holding Ava as she did, and Vaughn lurched a worried step back. “You sit,” she offered, “and I’ll just slip her into your lap, nice and easy.”

      He looked uncertain as he glanced at me. I bobbed my head, encouraging him.

      He blew out a breath and sat. “Okay.”

      “And here she comes,” Bentley murmured gently, giving him fair warning because he seemed jumpy and tense enough to need it.

      He alertly watched her, then brought his arms in to shelter the infant as soon as she was his responsibility. Big hands cupped her around the head, providing a pillow, and then he traced his thumb slowly across her brow.

      When she opened her eyes, she seemed to look right at him.

      Now, I know babies have really shitty vision when they’re first born, but being her mother, I had to think Ava Grace had amazing eye contact when she bothered to open her lashes. And at that moment, Vaughn seemed to be fully sucked in and locked on to her direct gaze.

      “Hi,” he whispered, looking as if he’d just been punched in the diaphragm. “I’m your uncle Vaughn. And you…” He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. When he reopened them, his chin trembled. “You’re the only family I have left.”

      As those words grated their way from his throat, his knee started to bob. He sniffed and shook his head, fighting some inner battle. But he must’ve decided the bobbing probably disturbed Ava, so he stopped abruptly and muttered, “Sorry,” only for a sob to explode from the base of his throat. “Aah, hell.”

      Another sob emerged. His face turned a deep red as twin trails of tears dribbled down his cheeks. Then he rasped out a hoarse, indistinguishable sound and bit his lip.

      But it didn’t help. Losing control of his emotions, he hunched over the child, his big shoulders trembling, and he wept.

      Vaughn was not an easy weeper, either. He constantly tried to rein the pain back in, which only caused these worse bursts of grief to explode out of him violently whenever they broke free.

      When he finally gave up on trying to prevent it, he lifted Ava to his shoulder, where he buried his face into her blanket and rocked, holding on to her as if only she could soothe his wounded soul.

      Realizing Ava Grace was the only living piece of his brother he had left, I covered my mouth with my own hand as I felt tears welling.

      “Damn,” Beau breathed next to me as he gaped, watching the poor guy completely lose it.

      I slapped him in the arm, and he frowned at me, mouthing “What?”

      Bentley appeared at his side then, taking his hand. “I think we’re going to check out the cafeteria for some breakfast now,” she told me, sniffing because her own eyes were suspiciously moist. “We’ll be back.”

      I nodded to them gratefully, thinking Vaughn would appreciate the bit of privacy.

      In fact, I would’ve climbed out of bed myself and taken a stroll down the halls to give him some time to himself, but it had been a really long night, giving birth to my daughter, and I hadn’t yet changed out of my hospital gown, so I didn’t feel like flashing my bare ass to the entire hospital either.

      Which meant I just sat there and witnessed it all.

      By the time Vaughn pulled himself back together, I felt shaken to the core. I wiped frantically at my eyes, hoping he wouldn’t notice how hard I’d cried with him.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled in a hoarse, broken voice, refusing to meet my gaze as he pushed his way to his feet to bring Ava Grace to me.

      “No, no,” I assured him. “You’re okay. This is some intense stuff. I get it.” Then I sent him a watery smile as he gently set Ava Grace in my arms. “I really am sorry about Duke.”

      He nodded and pulled away to drag the back of his hand across his nose. “Thanks. I know he was a pain-in-the-ass wise guy, but he was all I had, you know?”

      “I understand,” I assured him, looking down at my little girl. “But at least that’s not the case anymore.”

      Vaughn’s gaze rose questionably to my face. Then he blinked and cleared his throat before motioning toward the bag still sitting in the middle of the floor. “I, uh, I brought you some of those things you asked for. It’s just some pictures and family memory albums and stuff.”

      “You did?” I brightened with a happy smile. “That’s great. Thank you. But, uh, are you sure about the memory albums? I don’t want to take anything too sentimental from you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, easing a step back as if he were preparing to bolt. “They should be kept with Duke’s daughter.”

      I glanced at the angelic face of the infant in my arms. Then up again. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you just keep the albums and then stay in touch with us? That way, you can tell Ava Grace all about Duke when she’s older.”

      He gaped at me in wonder for a moment, then shook his head slightly. “A-are you sure? You wouldn’t mind if I—I mean, it’s okay to visit her sometimes?”

      “Of course. You’re well-meaning family, aren’t you? Good family sticks together.” Then I cracked a grin and rolled my eyes. “I mean, trust me, if I thought relatives were that disposable, I might’ve gotten rid of Beau ages ago.” But then I lifted a finger thoughtfully and added, “But kept his wife and kid around, for sure.”

      He smiled vaguely over my lame attempt at a joke, only to fall serious again. “Thank you. I...” He shook his head, looking like he might burst into tears again, but he managed to hold it in by clearing his throat and sending me a tense smile. “I appreciate it.” Easing a step back, he jammed his hands uncomfortably into his pockets. “Well…” He glanced toward the door, then turned back. “I still have your card, so I’ll—I’ll just keep in touch?”

      Since he’d made it a question, I nodded encouragingly. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Alright then. Great.” He risked another peek at Ava Grace, then met my gaze. “Thank you,” he murmured before turning away to leave the room, totally forgetting the gift bag full of Merrill family albums.

      I blew out a heavy breath at his departure, figuring I’d get his stuff back to him later. Because it definitely seemed like there would be another later between us.

      Which was weird. Vaughn Merrill was going to be a permanent fixture in my life from now on. And honestly, I wasn’t sure if I dreaded our next encounter or looked forward to it because, wow, it might’ve taken a couple of attempts to warm up to the guy, but once you did…

      Holy hell. He left quite an impact.
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      I managed to wait three days before visiting again.

      Not sure if Lucy and the baby would still be at the hospital, I had called there first, only to learn they’d already been released.

      So I pulled the faux business card Lucy had given me all those months ago from my wallet, and I followed the address to her house.

      In the span of time since I’d learned I was going to be an uncle, and therefore had another family member left on the planet, I’d been busy. I had read every pregnancy book I could get my hands on, plus new parenting books, and I’d signed up for an online newsletter to help guide me through. Then I’d grown the strange habit of buying some kind of infant paraphernalia every time I was at the store.

      My entire closet was now crammed full of baby shit.

      But I only had two—okay, three—items with me today, neatly packed into a gift bag, as I parked at the curb in front of a mint green, ranch-style house with white trim. Because even I had realized I’d gone a little overboard with my purchases, and I didn’t want to inundate Lucy with too many presents all at once, otherwise my crazy ass might be asked to never come back again.

      Blowing out a steadying breath, I glanced at the unsuspecting house before grabbing the gift bag and opening the door to climb out of my Charger.

      Here went nothing.

      I have no idea why I was so nervous. Or why I’d taken such extreme care with showering, shaving, and picking out something nice to wear. I was here to visit a newborn; like she really gave a damn about my appearance or hygiene. But then, I guess her mother might, and she was the ultimate gatekeeper who had the power to deny me access to my niece, ergo I needed to impress Lucy too, in order to get time with her baby.

      At least, that’s what I kept telling myself. This was all about Ava. It had nothing to do with the jump I felt in my stomach, knowing I was about to see Lucy again.

      Brushing a damp palm on the thigh of my jeans as I made my way up the front walk, I tried to calm my racing nerves, but honestly, it felt as if the rest of my life was beginning right now.

      That was, if I didn’t fuck this up and get my ass kicked out in the first five minutes.

      At the door, I paused and drew in a short breath before ringing the bell. Then, I winced because shit. I hope the baby hadn’t been sleeping. I certainly wouldn’t be getting any brownie points for waking Ava from a nap.

      The lock clicked, making my heartbeat jerk, and then the door began to open. I froze, tensing in preparation for that initial kick of attraction I always seemed to experience whenever I first saw her, and then I exhaled raggedly when I focused on the woman who was revealed before me.

      It was not Lucy.

      Damn, what if she’d given me a phony address? I should’ve called first, seen if the number was even legit.

      But then I processed who I was looking at, and I pulled back in surprise.

      “Dr. Kavanagh?” I asked, shocked to my core and not at all prepared for her to answer the door. “You’re Dr. Kavanagh, who taught that writing class at the library, right?”

      “Right, yes! John…” She bobbed her head with excitement as a pleased, welcoming smile stretched across her face. “I can’t believe it’s you. What an unexpected surprise. It’s been so long.”

      She wasn’t lying. Except wait. Had she just called me John?

      “Uh…” Spilling out an uneasy laugh, I said, “Actually, it’s Vaughn.”

      She blinked and leaned toward me, turning her face slightly to hear me better. “Did you say Vaughn? With a V?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, wincing in apology. She slapped both hands over her mouth before bubbling out a delighted laugh.

      “Oh my goodness, that’s it, then. I mean, it explains so much now. I always thought your name was John. I tried every so often to find you, just to check in and see how things were going. But those classes were such informal, free-to-the-public courses, and with their come-and-go as you please approach, plus no sign-up sheets, I couldn’t locate you that way. And here, after all these years, I finally learn I just had your name wrong. Wow.” With another laugh, she dropped her arms and rocked back on her heels, announcing, “I feel like such a nincompoop.”

      Laughing lightly, I assured, “It’s fine, really. I’m flattered you remember me at all.”

      “Remember you?” Her eyes widened incredulously before she reached out and clasped my arm. “You are by far the most memorable pupil I ever had. The reason I enjoy teaching so much is so I can meet and help individuals in the way you made me feel that I helped you.”

      “You did help me. More than you could ever know,” I promised, my face heating from her praise. I’d never been able to handle flattery well. It made me too uncomfortable and exposed. And the adoring way Dr. Kavanagh was looking at me made me feel stripped down right to the core.

      Her attention dropped to the gift bag at my side, and she squinted slightly in confusion before, suddenly, her eyes flared wide. “Oh!” Lips parting, she flashed her gaze up to my face. “You’re Vaughn Merrill.”

      Her emphasis on my last name made my gut tighten with worry. But I nodded, hoping my answer didn’t get the door slammed in my face for some reason. “That’s right,” I said slowly.

      Smacking a palm to her forehead, she rolled her eyes and announced, “I had your surname wrong too. I thought it was Miller. I messed that one up entirely, didn’t I?” Opening the door wider, she stepped aside to wave me forward. “You must be here to see Ava Grace, then. What a coincidence that we stopped by to visit her at the same time. Come on in. They just got home from the hospital this morning.”

      So that must mean she didn’t live here, and I was at the right place. Whew. That was a relief. And yet, for some reason, I was still cautiously wary as I stepped over the threshold.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      Once inside the front room, I paused, remaining on the small, tiled entry, and I took in the light blue walls with white furniture, giving the area a beach theme, especially with all the ocean pictures hanging up and seashells decorating the coffee table.

      It would’ve looked modern and posh if it weren’t for the baby blankets, swings, bouncers, diaper bags, and infant toys scattered about, littering the room, along with the adult-sized fuzzy, gray slippers lying on the floor by the sofa.

      Turning back to Dr. Kavanagh, I lifted my eyebrows. “So you must know...Lucy?”

      I had no idea why I asked that—since she obviously had to know Lucy—or why I paused on Lucy’s name as if I’d forgotten it. I hadn’t. I was just so incredibly anxious.

      When I’d visited the hospital, I’d naturally thought I’d be turned away; I hadn’t stressed about seeing Lucy then. But now that I knew I had permission to be here, I felt like I suddenly had some respectable expectation to live up to. And it was running my nerves ragged.

      “Yeah, I…” Laughing at herself, Dr. Kavanagh pressed a hand to her chest as she shut the door. “I guess I should let you know Dr. Kavanagh isn’t technically my name either. Not anymore, anyway.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion before she explained, “The director who asked me to teach those three volunteer classes you attended at the library knew me back before I was married. And I never corrected her when she introduced me to your class by my maiden name, did I?”

      I shook my head slowly, feeling lost. Was she saying her name wasn’t Dr. Kavanagh?

      “My name’s actually been Gamble for thirty-three years,” she finally clarified. “But please, call me Aspen.”

      Mouth falling open, I repeated, “Gamble?”

      As in, Lucy’s last name, Gamble?

      With a nod, Dr. Kav—er—Aspen’s eyes glittered with delight before she said, “I’m Lucy’s mother.”

      “Oh my God,” I blurted, not having foreseen that answer.

      But what a strange connection.

      I’d taken Aspen’s free technical writing class at the library when I was twenty-two and had just learned Duke was sick; it had altered the course of my life in the best ways. Because of this woman right here, I’d been able to tweak my résumé so I could get a better job with topnotch insurance as a telecommunications engineer, and I’d learned how to write grants to help with hospital fees.

      I owed her so much.

      To learn that we now had Ava in common was…

      Well, I was thunderstruck.

      “I…” Shaking my head, I blew out a long breath. “I was not expecting you to say that.”

      She laughed. “And I certainly wasn’t expecting to learn that you were…” Words fading, she gasped, and her eyes filled with sympathy. “Your brother,” she realized, bringing a hand to her mouth. “He didn’t make it.”

      “Uh, yeah…” Clearing my throat, I looked down at my hands and studied my thumbnails before glancing up and forcing a smile. “But he hung in there as long as he could. Two years longer than anyone thought he would.”

      When my voice shook, I bit the inside of my lip for showing such weakness.

      Aspen’s gaze warmed, and she reached out to clutch my arm. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” The sincerity in her expression shredded my emotions. “You’ve been through so much.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but my throat closed over and words escaped me. I had a sinking feeling I was about to make a sobbing mess all over her.

      Thankfully I was saved by the appearance of an older man as he exited the hall, a baby cradled in his arms and a pink receiving blanket tossed over one wide shoulder.

      “Hey, babe?” he asked distractedly as he immediately began to scan the room. “Do you know where the baby wipes are? We need a clean-up on Aisle Tushy.”

      I straightened, trying to get a look at Ava, but the man shifted, turning away from me and blocking her from my view.

      “Oh!” Aspen popped into motion, hurrying forward. “They should be in the diaper bag. Here.”

      She scooped up the bag from a rocking chair and drew out a plastic package to hand him.

      “Sweet. You’re a lifesaver.” He leaned in to kiss her cheek as he accepted the baby wipes, only to get distracted when he finally realized I was there.

      “Hey,” he greeted leerily, straightening next to Aspen as his sharp, calculating gaze ran over me. “I didn’t realize we had company.”

      “He just arrived,” Aspen answered, clasping his arm before motioning to me. “Vaughn, this is my husband, Noel. Noel, Vaughn Merrill.”

      “Merrill, hmm?” Noel Gamble’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he tucked the infant just a tad closer as he dryly guessed, “The uncle?”

      “Yes,” Aspen answered for me. “And you’ll never guess what? Do you remember that student I always talked about, who took one of those technical writing classes I taught at the library?”

      Her husband kept staring at me, running his gaze over me while he answered, “Yeah. The John Miller guy?”

      “Right.” His wife brightened, patting his arm in congratulations for remembering. “Well, it turns out, I could never find him again because I heard his name wrong. It was actually Vaughn Merrill, not John Miller.” She splayed both hands in my direction. “This guy right here.”

      Noel slashed his gaze her way, blinking out his surprise. “No shit?”

      When he whirled back to look at me again, tilting his head slightly to see me from a different perspective, his wife laughed.

      “I know, right? Isn’t this great? I can’t believe I finally found him. And here of all places.”

      “Yeah.” Lucy’s father squinted, his mouth opening before he closed it again and shook his head. “Strange how that worked out.”

      The intense scrutiny made me shift slightly and grow uncomfortable—er, more uncomfortable than I already was, anyway—and I had to wonder just what Aspen had told her husband about me.

      Gradually, the condemning sensor dissipated from Noel’s eyes and was replaced by a curious kind of respect. Then he nodded in greeting. “Sorry about your brother.”

      I swallowed and nodded back. “Thank you.”

      When the bundle in his arms shifted, my gaze darted to it. A craving grew in my gut with the need to see Duke’s widow’s peak again. I sat the gift bag down just inside the doorway and drifted forward.

      Noel tilted the infant in his arms for me to see her. The movement seemed to unsettle her, and her entire little body jolted. She kicked up her leg, dislodging the blanket to expose a miniature foot. There were no booties on her as there’d been at the hospital, and I was able to see five of the tiniest toes I’d ever beheld before.

      I drew in a breath, reaching out a single finger. “Would you look at those toes,” I murmured. “They’re so tiny.” I barely touched the underside of her arch, and she curled her adorable little toes over my finger, then her leg gave a shudder as she pulled it away.

      With a delighted laugh, I took a step back, straightening. It was too cute to process. The entire moment struck me as a freaking miracle. My uninhibited, irresponsible little brother had created this. He’d made this perfect, precious child.

      Tears stung my eyes, and I quickly dashed them away with the back of my hand.

      “She looks like you.”

      “What?” I snapped my head up to send Noel an incredulous glance.

      My shock caused him to chuckle. “Why so surprised?” he wondered, amused. “You two share genes, right?”

      “Yeah,” I murmured, looking back down at the baby and feeling even more connected to her. “Yeah, I guess we do.”

      My fingers itched to hold her again.

      “Want to help me change her diaper?”

      I looked up once more. When Noel lifted a single eyebrow, awaiting my response, I bobbed my head. “Okay.”

      He smiled as if pleased by my answer. Then, jerking his head to the side, he motioned toward the couch. “Over here.” He moved to lay Ava on a cushion and sat down beside her, adding, “From the smell of it, I’d say she’s got a full one.”

      “Has her meconium passed yet?” I asked curiously as I sat on her other side, watching him open the snaps to her onesie.

      Noel paused to send me an odd glance. “Her what?”

      Face heating and hoping I’d said it right, I cleared my throat. “The, uh, thick, black, tar-like—”

      “Oh!” He huffed out an amused sound. “Is that what that shit’s called?”

      I flushed even harder because he was still looking at me as if I were an alien being. Shrugging, I dropped my gaze and mumbled, “I’ve been studying up on infants and…stuff.”

      Barking out a full laugh this time, Lucy’s dad shook his head before he glanced at his wife. “No wonder why this kid knocked me out of the number one spot of being your favorite student.”

      I glanced between the two, feeling as if I’d been shut out of an inside joke, as Aspen set her hand on Noel’s shoulder and grinned teasingly. “I don’t know if I’d say you ever ranked that well, to begin with.”

      “Oh…ho.” Her husband chuckled and went back to taking care of Ava’s needs. “I see how it is. Alright. Okay. Be that way. I know you don’t mean it, though.”

      “Did you take her class at the library, too?” I asked curiously.

      Both of Ava’s grandparents glanced at me in surprise as if they couldn’t believe I would ask such a question before Noel cleared his throat and said, “Something like that. But yes, little girl here got the black shit out of her system last night. So it should be like sweet tapioca pudding for us today. Now… Have you ever done this before?”

      I shook my head and said, “I watched a video on YouTube; that’s about it.”

      Noel blinked at me. “You watched a video?”

      Wincing, I lifted one shoulder. “I didn’t know anything about newborns. I was just—I don’t know—I was trying to study up before she got here.”

      “Well, I say the best way to learn is with a little experience. Here.” He moved the baby, shifting her around on the couch until her legs were pointing my way, and then he tugged at her diaper. “You see these little tags?”

      “Yeah.” Heart beating a little faster, I shifted closer as he talked me through the steps.

      “Typically, you should have a new diaper already opened and ready for a quick transfer before you start, but with Grandma here to do that for us, we can get straight to the main event.”

      I listened closely and followed every instruction, appreciating the little tips he threw in about how to uniquely clean a girl. Most of what he said, I hadn’t read anywhere before.

      By the time I finished and was snapping her onesie back together, I felt accomplished and pretty damn proud of myself.

      “You’re a natural,” Noel congratulated, patting my shoulder and nodding in respect.

      I grinned and glanced toward Aspen, the warmth in my chest expanding as she smiled back with a motherly pleasure.

      It reminded me of just how many years it’d been since I’d seen my own parents. Yearning filled my chest, along with a bone-deep weariness. It’d been so long. I’d been taking care of Duke, shouldering all the responsibilities and worrying my way through each day without even a parental nod of encouragement to keep me going for nearly a full decade now.

      And I don’t think I quite realized how much it had worn me out until this very moment.

      “Now, time to pick her up and reap the benefits of a newly cleaned baby,” Noel instructed, motioning between me and Ava.

      My smile dropped flat. “P-pick her up?”

      “What?” Noel shrugged. “I thought they said you held her the other day at the hospital.”

      “Yeah, but, uh, they picked her up and set her in my lap for me.”

      Noel just blinked at me. “Do you want to hold her or not?”

      I panicked a little and looked down at the helpless human who couldn’t do anything for herself. She was so reliant on everyone else for her survival. And I figured, if she could put that kind of trust in the rest of the world, I could figure out how to pick her up off a couch without breaking her. I reached out and gently scooped her into my arms.

      “Gah,” I murmured as soon as she was settled. “She’s like cradling a bag of marshmallows.”

      The Gambles chuckled, and Aspen picked up the dirty diaper. “Well…” She sighed. “I told Lucy I’d make her some breakfast while she was in the shower, so I better get started on that.” And she left the room, taking the diaper with her.

      On the other side of the couch, Noel relaxed into the cushions and rested one arm along the back as he set one ankle on the opposite knee.

      “So…” he started. “I remember Aspen telling me a little about your situation back when she was teaching that free class you took at the library from her.”

      I swallowed thickly, not remembering everything I’d told her, but it probably wasn’t good. That had been a fairly hard, traumatizing time of my life.

      Nodding, I focused my attention on Ava’s face, not in the mood to think about that era of misery, and I murmured a vague, “Yeah?”

      “Yep. Raising a younger brother from the age of nineteen couldn’t have been easy.” Noel heaved out a breath. “I know; I took over full custody of my three younger siblings when I was twenty-one.”

      When I looked up in surprise, not expecting to hear how similar of a past we shared, he smiled sadly. “But I had Aspen with me, helping me through it. I don’t know how you did it all by yourself.”

      Grief swamped me as I shook my head. And my voice cracked when I admitted, “I didn’t. Not very well, anyway. I couldn’t even get him to twenty-three. So...”

      Tears filled my eyes, and I shook my head aggressively, trying to manually shake them away as I added, “He never listened to a fucking thing I warned him not to do, either. Proof positive here…” I lifted Ava slightly and sniffed derisively. But when she whimpered in protest from the move, I settled her back onto my lap, rasping, “Sorry. I’m sorry, kiddo. It’s okay. I’m sorry.”

      “She’s fine,” Noel assured easily.

      I glanced toward him, freaking out, though. “Maybe I shouldn’t be holding her right now.” She seemed to be sensing my distress and reacting negatively to it.

      But Lucy’s dad didn’t make a move to help me out. He only said, “Or maybe holding her right now is what you need the most.”

      Blinking, I frowned at him, utterly confused.

      He pointed at Ava. “Look at this little girl right here. Look at her beautiful, priceless face.”

      I did, and it caused me to suck in a deep, shuddering breath.

      “She wouldn’t be here right now if it wasn’t for your brother, so I gotta be grateful for that. And he wouldn’t have made it as long as he did, to get her here, if you hadn’t helped him live that long. From what I heard, the cancer was going to take him no matter what anyone did, but I have a feeling you fought it like hell, anyway, and you kept him here long enough for us to have Ava Grace today.”

      “I really did fight,” I promised, my voice so hoarse it was barely a whisper. “I fought with everything I had to keep him healthy.”

      Noel nodded, solemn understanding in his eyes. “I know you did.”

      Gulping unsteadily, I went back to studying the baby’s face. Her eyes had closed and she looked to be asleep in my arms. A strange serenity enveloped me.

      A part of me was still as sad as shit, and yet I also felt grateful and at peace. Even though Duke was gone, I was beyond relieved that a part of him was still here.

      “Mom? Dad?” A familiar voice called from down the hall. Ava and I both jolted, and I jerked my head up as I heard footsteps on the carpet.

      “Do you know where my travel bag from the hospital is?” Lucy asked just before she appeared in the opening of the living room. “I think my comb and toothbrush are still—”

      She broke off and slowed to a stop when she spotted me. Wearing a baggy, faded Wonder Woman shirt and dark gray sweatpants, she was barefoot and had wet hair as if she’d just gotten out of the shower.

      Her face was less swollen than it’d been at the hospital and the freshly scrubbed look on her cheeks made her appear even healthier. If I didn’t know any better, I wouldn’t have been able to guess that she’d given birth less than a week ago.

      Honestly, she looked ripe for the plucking. And my mind went straight to the gutter.

      God, but this was going to be a problem, I decided.

      Because I wasn’t sure how I was going to find a nice, comfortable place in my niece’s life if I was always going to think about sex every time I merely glanced at her mother.
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      “Vaughn,” I said, my voice unnaturally high and eyes probably just as unnaturally large. “You’re...here.”

      Why was he here?

      I mean, I knew I’d told him he could visit anytime. But still...

      The last person I would’ve banked on finding in my living room and holding my kid when I’d gotten out of the shower was Duke’s brother.

      If I’d known he was coming over, I would’ve worn something a little less—

      Oh, why did it matter what I wore around him? There was no reason whatsoever for me to even care. And yet, that didn’t stop me from self-consciously crossing my arms over my chest to hide just how unappealing I must look in my baggy old high school shirt and sweatpants with holes in both knees.

      “Yeah,” he said before cringing and asking, “I mean, is that okay?”

      “Uh…”

      I hesitated. For some reason, I felt invaded and unsure. But I couldn’t put my finger on a reason why I should feel that way. It wasn’t his fault that his presence made me hyper-sensitive and overly aware of seemingly everything.

      Pushing the strange, irrational sensation to the back of my thoughts, I rushed to add, “Sure. I mean, I did say you could drop by whenever you wanted.”

      I’d just thought he’d give me a head’s up first. So I could prepare.

      As if reading that very thought from my head, he furrowed his brow and said, “I should’ve called first. I’m sorry. I—”

      “No, no.” I waved a hand as I moved to the rocking chair, which was located the farthest away from where he sat on the couch. After collapsing with a sigh, I pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged them. “It’s completely fine. Ava Grace seems to be taking full advantage of the attention.”

      Grinning, he looked down at her. “Yeah,” he murmured, a tender, affectionate quality entering his voice. “I was such a boring guest, she fell right to sleep on me.”

      “He’s a natural with her,” Dad announced, nodding proudly as he stretched the arm he had resting along the back of the couch just a little farther so he could squeeze Vaughn’s shoulder.

      I blinked, never having seen my father be so openly praising and supportive of someone he’d just met before, or bond that quickly with them.

      It was...weird.

      “I just taught him how to change a diaper, and he didn’t balk once,” Dad added as if trying to impress me.

      “You taught him how to change her diaper?” I asked slowly before furrowing my brow. “Why?”

      Dad shrugged. “I figured if he wanted to be involved with her life, he might as well learn now.”

      “Yeah, but—” I couldn’t fathom a time when Vaughn would ever have to change my daughter’s diaper again. But I shook my head past that and winced at my guest, saying, “I’m sorry he made you do that.”

      Vaughn only shrugged as if he truly hadn’t minded. “It was fine. I wanted to learn.”

      He did?

      “Uh…” Not sure why anyone would want to learn how to change a diaper if they didn’t have to, I moved past that and shrugged. “Alright. Whatever. But hey. While you’re here, I still have your family photo albums,” I told him. “You left them at the hospital. I think the gift bag full of them is in my room if you want me to run back and get them.”

      I started to slip off of the seat, wincing from all the soreness my recent childbearing had caused, and he lifted his hand, halting me. “No rush,” he assured. “They can stay here, or I’ll take them home when I leave. It’s fine either way.”

      “Okay,” I said and relaxed back into the chair, bending my knees back up to my chest.

      Resting my head back, I closed my eyes and released another breath. God, but closing my eyes felt so good. If I let myself, I could just drift off and—

      “Breakfast is ready!”

      Mom’s cheerful voice had me jerking my eyes open and sitting upright again. As she entered the living room with two heaping plates full of eggs, hash browns, and sausage links, I lowered my feet from the chair so she could place one on my lap.

      “Here you go, honey. And, Vaughn,” she added as she turned away from me to lift the second plate. “This one’s for you.”

      “Oh! I…” He blinked in alarm and glanced briefly toward me as if seeking guidance before he refocused on my mom. “You didn’t need to do that.”

      “Bud,” my dad spoke up, lifting one eyebrow severely as he always did when he was about to disperse some wise warning. “When Aspen makes you a home-cooked meal, trust me, you want to eat it.” Then he chuckled and patted his own belly as if that were some kind of proof, even though Dad had never once carried extra weight on his stomach.

      Rolling my eyes, I picked up my fork and tucked into my food.

      “Here. Pass that baby over here and eat something,” Dad finally just instructed.

      Since people generally did whatever he told them to—the result of being a high school football coach for thirty years, I guess—Vaughn obediently handed Ava over.

      And his empty arms were promptly filled with the plate that Mom gave him.

      Sighing in relief, she sat in the chair next to him, and with Dad on the other end of the couch, they surrounded him with an eerie interest that made me tilt my head curiously. But, uh, why were my parents crowding around Vaughn and watching him eat with such fixed interest?

      “So, Vaughn,” my mom started politely, “did you have any luck with the list of grants I gave you? Or that revised résumé?”

      Aah, okay. Now things were making more sense.

      “You guys know each other already,” I surmised around a mouthful as I pointed my fork between them.

      “Yes; it’s the craziest thing.” Mom turned to me, her eyes lighting with excitement as they usually did when she had juicy gossip to divulge. “He was one of my students.” Then, toggling her hand, she added, “Kind of. He took one of my classes at the library back when I taught those free courses. I recognized him immediately when I opened the door. But I had his name wrong. All this time, I thought he was John Miller.”

      “John Miller? Oh yeah.” I brightened. “I remember you talking about that guy.” I’d been in high school, about to graduate back then.

      “Right?” Mom agreed, motioning to me gratefully. “But John Miller was actually Vaughn Merrill.” And she swept her hand toward Duke’s brother.

      My mouth dropped open in shock. “What? Really?” My mother had been absolutely affected by that student. He’d had a really sad story, I guess, and—

      “Wait a second.” I shook my head. “Didn’t that guy just lose his parents? And then he found out his brother had…”

      Oh…

      He’d been forced to drop out of college to take care of his little brother after his parents’ tragic car accident, only for them to discover the brother had cancer a few years later.

      My lips parted when I suddenly remembered that Duke’s obituary had mentioned how both his parents had preceded him in death. Oh wow. Everything about Vaughn fit the John Miller story Mom had told us back then.

      Realizing it had been Vaughn who’d gone through those awful circumstances made me start to look at him in the same concerned yet amazed way my parents were. He’d survived the loss of his entire family, and yet he sat there so placidly as if he’d never suffered at all.

      Oblivious to our ogling, he took his first bite of eggs, then lifted his eyebrows in surprise before quickly following it with another. By about his fourth forkful, he finally seemed to realize we were all just watching him eat, and he slowed the path of his fork to his mouth.

      Embarrassed about being caught, I jerked my attention away and focused on my food as Vaughn cleared his throat. “I, uh…” he started, trying to clear away the awkwardness he must be feeling. “Your help with grant writing was a godsend, you know. Duke received four of the six grants we applied for over the years, and they’ve covered a good portion of the out-of-pocket hospital bills we’ve had.”

      “Oh, Vaughn, that’s great.” Mom pressed both of her hands to her chest and sighed happily.

      I glanced up in time to see Vaughn swallow and nod. “Yeah,” he agreed quietly. “And the new résumé I made after your classes helped me get a good job with insurance that covered Duke’s illness too.”

      “Perfect,” Mom murmured, nodding with pride. “I’m so glad that worked out for you, at least.”

      The moment she added at least, however, Mom cringed and seemed to realize how lame her encouragement was.

      “It really did,” Vaughn politely agreed. “I can’t thank you enough for how much you assisted me that year. I don’t know where things would’ve gone without learning what you taught me.”

      “Well, that’s Aspen for you,” Dad said, glancing lovingly at Mom. He repositioned Ava in his arms and turned back to Vaughn. “So where did you end up working?”

      “Dawe Tech,” Vaughn answered, only for me to brighten and make a sound in my throat as I pointed my fork at him.

      Vaughn glanced my way as I swallowed the food in my mouth. “Dawe Tech,” I repeated. “We run ads for them at Beriss.”

      “I...know,” he answered slowly, then cleared his throat before adding, “that’s how I got Duke a job there.”

      “Really?” I blinked at him, then shook my head. “So it’s your fault I even met him in the first place, huh?” I teased.

      But Vaughn didn’t seem to catch the humor in my voice. His face went sheet white before he mumbled, “I guess.”

      I opened my mouth with the instinctive need to apologize because it felt as if I’d said the wrong thing. But I wasn’t sure what I was actually apologizing for.

      After a quick glance to my mother for assistance, she jumped in with, “What exactly do you do at Dawe Tech?”

      God bless her.

      The distraction seemed to work, and Vaughn cleared his throat again before he went on to describe the job he had as a telecom engineer. “I mostly plan cable routes and make sure reception reaches the optimal amount of people.”

      As he explained his work, I quickly finished my breakfast and returned the plate to the kitchen to catch a quick breath. I’m not even sure what had happened, but it had affected him strongly, and in turn affected me. But whatever it had been, it was over now.

      When I returned to the living room, the conversation had moved on to Dad describing the team of football players he had to coach this year. I paused by his elbow and reached for my baby.

      It felt as if I’d barely gotten to hold her since she was born. Everyone else was always snagging her from my arms. They only gave her back when she was hungry.

      But I was denied yet again when Dad shifted to block me slightly with his shoulder before he paused talking to glance up and say, “She’s good.”

      Seriously, it was like I was chopped liver or something.

      I knew I could’ve overridden him and gotten my baby back, but I let him have his way.

      Returning to the rocking chair, I settled down and curled my legs up again, hugging them close, then I closed my eyes and rested my cheek on my knees.

      But seconds later, I felt myself start to fall asleep, and I jerked upright to catch myself. Blinking my eyes open, I dropped my feet from the chair, only to notice the gift bag sitting by the door. It matched the one Vaughn had brought a few days earlier.

      Interrupting whatever my dad was blathering on about, I pointed at the bag and blurted, “Did you bring another baby gift?”

      When I turned to glance toward Vaughn, he froze, his eyes widening and mouth opening as if to answer, but he didn’t say anything.

      I huffed out a breath and shook my head. “You didn’t have to do that, you know,” I told him in a scolding manner.

      “And I didn’t have to make him breakfast either,” Mom retorted, standing from her chair and taking his now-empty plate from him before she started for the kitchen as well. “But sometimes, people just like to do nice gestures, and the correct response in those situations is thank you.”

      I rolled my eyes after her, then grinned because her words were so Mom-like they made me smile and adore her more.

      Obediently, I turned my attention to Vaughn and murmured, “Thank you.”

      He nodded, still looking unsure as if he thought he was in trouble. Then he studied me a moment longer before softly saying, “You look tired.”

      I swallowed, feeling like I was being held captive by his gaze. Then I sat up a little straighter in the chair and cleared my throat before answering, “I’m fine. Just not quite adjusted to getting up every hour on the hour yet.” Glancing at my daughter snoring in Dad’s arms, I smiled affectionately and added, “I don’t think she knows yet that she’s supposed to sleep at night. She seems to sleep perfectly fine during the day, though.”

      “You should go take a nap,” Dad offered. “We got this for a while.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” I started, shaking my head, even as exhaustion swamped me.

      “No, seriously,” Mom added, pointing toward the hallway that led to my room as she appeared in the living room again. “Go, get some sleep. Now.”

      I don’t know why I glanced toward Vaughn. It wasn’t like I was looking for his support, but when I met his serious gaze, he nodded in agreement with my parents.

      I sighed. Not only was I outvoted here, but I really did want more sleep, so I groaned out my reluctance and pushed up from my chair. “Okay, alright. But don’t let me sleep too long. She needs to eat again in about half an hour.”

      “You got it,” Mom promised.

      Before I could pass by her, however, she took my shoulders between her hands and looked steadily into my eyes, probably checking for postpartum depression.

      She’d gotten a serious case of the baby blues after I was born, so I knew she was all alert, looking for signs in me now. But she must not have seen anything alarming because she smiled softly, kissed my forehead, and patted my shoulders, sending me off to bed.

      I shuffled down the hall, walked straight to my room, and as soon as I hit my bed, I crawled under the covers, yawning.

      I think I was out the moment my head sank into my pillow.

      And, oh, what a nice sleep it was.
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      As Lucy disappeared down the hall to take her nap, I glanced toward her parents who were both turning to look back at me.

      It was awkward as hell, so I gulped and pushed my way to my feet. “Well, I should probably be—”

      “Hold up,” Lucy’s dad interrupted. “You haven’t gotten to hold Ava nearly as long as you wanted to yet, have you?”

      Honestly, after watching the way he’d refused to let Lucy hold her own child, I had assumed he wouldn’t be willing to let me hold the baby, either. But he eased up from the couch before I could even answer him, and he held the swaddled bundle out to me.

      “I…” It only took one glance at the infant’s napping face, and my heart stuttered hard in my chest.

      But, dammit, every time I looked at her, I saw a new piece of Duke. I swear they had the same pattern of wrinkles on their foreheads when they frowned.

      Not a fan of being moved and shifted, Ava’s wrinkles deepened, and I utterly melted. I wanted to pull her close, nuzzling and kissing her until I coaxed a peaceful expression back into her features. The ache filled me until I was reaching for her and mumbling a reluctant, “Okay.”

      It still amazed me how light she was in my arms, how something so tiny could consume so much space in my emotions, and how much I already loved her.

      My thumb swept over her precious forehead wrinkles, and instead of smoothing out, they deepened. Delighted by getting any reaction from her at all, I chuckled and leaned down to kiss her brow. Her powdery, sweet scent filled my nostrils, and I found myself closing my eyes, then inhaling deeper before I remembered I had an audience.

      Shit. I flushed hard and straightened, casting Lucy’s parents an apologetic cringe.

      Aspen sent me a warm approving smile and leaned in to squeeze my arm. “If you’re good here with her, we need to be going.”

      My eyes widened. “Wait. What? But… Should I be alone with her?”

      “You’re not alone,” Noel said, slapping my back. “Lucy’s just down the hall, if you need anything.”

      I blinked because I’d actually been referring to Lucy when I’d asked that. But thinking back, yeah, that had been a very awkward thing to blurt out, and I was eternally grateful they’d misunderstood me.

      “Just sit, relax, and everything will be fine,” I was assured as the Gambles urged me slowly in reverse until the backs of my legs bumped into the rocking chair. I sank down obediently and looked up at them, seeking more assistance, but they only nodded as if I was perfectly fine there like that.

      “Look at that precious little face,” Aspen cooed, her gaze straying to Ava.

      I glanced down and felt the punch of adoration all over again. God, but she was perfect.

      My thumb swished over her brow that had smoothed out since she’d gotten settled in my arms, and I released a breath, glad she was happy and healthy.

      The opening of the front door had me lifting my head and blinking as Aspen and Noel departed. Lucy’s mom smiled and waved a silent goodbye, and then I was left alone with Ava Grace.

      “Uh…”

      Alright, then.

      Wow. This felt...odd. And I started to panic. But what if something went wrong? I might’ve done months and months of research, but this was still practically the first time I’d been around a baby. I had no idea what to—

      Gulping, I glanced down to look at Ava’s face. She was still sleeping and looked so angelic and at peace that I exhaled and felt myself start to calm as well.

      “I guess it’s just you and me now, kiddo,” I murmured, thinking I could do this.

      She’d somehow wiggled one of her arms free of her swaddling and a miniature fist was stiffly lifted into the air as if encouraging me on. I caught it to tuck it back into her blanket, but first, I had to pause and touch each tiny finger.

      They were just so incredibly small.

      Once I finally had her bundled snug and secure, I lifted her to my shoulder, so she could rest on my chest. Then I slid deeper into the chair and closed my eyes, enjoying the moment.

      Honestly, I didn’t know what could beat having a newborn sleep on you.

      Resting my hand on her back, I felt each breath she made, marveling over every unique inhale like the miracle it was. It was a damn shame Duke couldn’t be here to see what a wonder he’d left behind.

      Then again, if my brother were still alive, I had a feeling he wouldn’t pay this kind of attention to his daughter or care how amazing it was just to hold her and experience her breathing on top of him.

      I hated to admit it, but I honestly bet he would’ve been a very distant, uninvolved parent.

      That didn’t matter, though. Because I was here, and I’d help take care of his little girl for him, so she’d never want for anything.

      “Hear that?” I leaned close to whisper to her. “I’m going to make sure you’re spoiled rotten. Uncle Vaughn’s going to get you whatever you want, okay?”
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      An hour later, the last thing she wanted was me.

      Jiggling her lightly, I paced the living room floor, making clicking sounds with my tongue, but even that was getting on her nerves. She fussed and squirmed, needing something I obviously couldn’t give her.

      She’d been irritable ever since she woke. I’d checked her diaper again and taken care of that, then learned pretty quickly that she liked it better when someone walked with her and made little sounds at her than someone rocking her quietly in a chair. But not even that was working now.

      I rubbed a knuckle lightly against her lips, and she latched on to me ravenously, only to grumble a moment later when no milk came from my finger.

      “Sorry, honey,” I murmured, circling the room for about the eighty-ninth time. “I don’t know where your milk’s kept.” There hadn’t been any bottles in the kitchen when I’d checked.

      Footsteps on the carpet had me lifting my head just as Lucy emerged from the hallway, yawning and wiping her eyes.

      “Hey,” I rushed out nervously, prepared to get raked over the coals for displeasing her daughter. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she mumbled at the end of her yawn. “I slept longer than I meant to.” Dropping her hand from her eyes, she blinked at me, then glanced around the living room. “Did my parents leave?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, swaying the baby some more as Ava turned even more irritable as if hearing her mother’s voice let her know it was her mama she truly wanted. “They said they had to go.”

      Lucy froze and furrowed her brow in confusion. “So they just dumped Ava on you to babysit?”

      When I shrugged and offered her a guilty smile, she huffed out a breath and hurried forward. “Oh my God. I am so sorry. You didn’t have to stay here and watch her like that. Someone should’ve woken me.”

      As she reached out, I released the baby into her arms and then rubbed my own, feeling the loss of Ava’s heat and slight weight against me. “Sorry,” I murmured, already wanting the baby back. “But I didn’t mind watching her. We got in some good bonding time together. She slept and messed her diaper and…” I shook my head. “I think she’s hungry now. I tried looking for a bottle, but...” I shrugged helplessly.

      Lucy’s smile was drowsy. “Yeah, she’s probably starving.” Glancing down at her daughter, she touched Ava’s cheek gently. “But I haven’t opened her package of bottles yet. I’ve just been breastfeeding her so far.”

      “O-oh.” My eyes fell to her breasts against their will, and my face heated before I jerked my gaze back up. God, but her boobs looked huge. “I…I should’ve realized that.”

      Lucy ignored me for a moment as she greeted Ava, murmuring happy sounds at her before nuzzling her face into Ava’s belly and then laughing and kissing her forehead. When she glanced up, I was struck by how much being a mother made her glow.

      Even as tired as she looked with sleep-crazy hair and circles under her eyes, there was still this inner light about her.

      Swallowing as I watched the light dim when she focused on me, I took a step back, realizing I wasn’t needed and was probably never actually wanted here. “I should probably be going.”

      “Okay.” Lucy nodded and followed me to the door as I headed that way. “Well, thank you for watching her for me.” Her gaze moved to the gift bag I still had sitting next to the door. “And for the new gift. You didn’t have to…”

      Her words trailed off as she looked up at me, only to realize that I’d stopped walking and had turned to face her. Jarring to a halt, she shuddered out an unsteady breath and then pressed her lips together before her gaze flittered down from my face and over my chest and then crawled back up again.

      I just stood there the whole time, feeling heat bolt through my veins as she thoroughly checked me out. My libido didn’t seem to care that she was a new mother, that my brother had already had her, or that she wasn’t exuding any kind of seductive vibes at all. It wanted her with an intensity that momentarily rendered me braindead.

      Need clogged my pores.

      Squeezing my hands into fists at my sides, I took another second to pull myself together, and then I cleared my throat before answering, “I just saw it at the store and thought of her.”

      Lucy smiled, and the ache inside me intensified.

      This was my cue to leave, but I remained there, soaking in as much of her as I could get, until Ava stuttered out a short cry, letting us know that at least she was growing impatient with my departure.

      We looked down at her together. I cleared my throat one last time and asked, “It’s okay if I come back again?”

      Lucy lifted her face, and the surprise in her blue eyes was like an injection of pure arousal straight into the bloodstream. I honestly couldn’t recall being this attracted to anyone since…

      Huh. You know, I had to wonder if I’d ever been this attracted to anyone before. I definitely couldn’t remember the last time, if I had; that was for damn sure.

      “To see Ava,” I added belatedly, which made Lucy blink and shake her head briefly as if to clear it.

      Then she fumbled out, “Uh, yeah. Sure. Of course. Whenever you like.”

      I nodded gratefully, and Ava let out another yowl, demanding attention.

      My lips tightened into an affectionate grin. “Well, I better let you go.”

      “Okay.” Lucy bobbed her head slowly, and murmured, “See you.”

      “See you,” I echoed back, dragging my feet even more as I stepped through the doorway and glanced back at her one last time before pulling the door closed between us.

      Once the connection had been broken, I heaved out a heavy sigh and gripped my head with both hands.

      This was going to get messy; I just knew it. But even as I recognized the truth and could discern just how to avoid it, I still knew I’d come back tomorrow anyway. And I’d let my attraction get the best of me all over again, then, too. I was sure of it.

      I was leading myself straight into a pot of boiling water, and I couldn’t seem to care how much it was going to burn. I just knew I couldn’t stay away.
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      “Oh boy,” I muttered to myself as Vaughn pulled the door shut and effectively severed whatever voodoo spell he’d just had me under.

      But good gravy, that boy had one hell of a draw about him. My body was still buzzing with awareness.

      Which was truly awkward, especially when Ava Grace hollered out her displeasure, and the sound activated my milk, causing my already sensitive breasts to throb painfully.

      “Okay, okay,” I told her, trying to appease my baby as I hurried down the hall toward the nursery. “I hear you, darling. Just a minute, now. I got you.”

      This was all still so new to me. Not used to having a tiny human screaming her demands at me, I fumbled in my haste to situate myself into the rocking chair by her crib and pull up my shirt before opening my nursing bra.

      She was so hungry and frustrated it took us longer than normal to make a connection, but as soon as she latched on, I jumped, freshly surprised by the suction. But once we had a rhythm going, I was able to relax back into the chair and blow out a relieved breath, expelling the last of my shaky nerves.

      Focusing on the dark fuzz covering her head, I stroked her hair gently and laughed at myself.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I know I keep petting you. This is all so surreal. I just can’t get over the fact that you’re mine. That I’m feeding you from my body, and you belong completely to me, fully my responsibility. I have a baby. Ack. I hope you’re okay with that; that I’m your mama.”

      Ava kept nursing, completely ignoring my crazy rambling, and I had to smile.

      “Good,” I murmured. “I’m glad we both agree on that. It’d break my heart if you didn’t like me because I kind of love you more than anything on earth.”

      And that was strange for me too. I thought love was something that had to grow from a tiny sprout over time and bloom into something strong and eternal. But a year ago, Ava Grace hadn’t even existed, and now I loved her with my whole heart.

      I had loved her immediately upon meeting her, too, and I had loved her massively. Nothing was as important to me as this little girl was.

      “Now…” I murmured, skimming a knuckle across her velvety soft cheek. “What do you think of that new uncle of yours?”

      When I received another nonresponse, I blew out a sigh and nodded. “Yeah. I have no words either. I just know he’s...intense.” And it was unsettling as hell. “Let’s just hope he didn’t take my offer of any time to mean he should just drop by again tomorrow, or anything.”

      Because I needed at least a day to recover from the likes of Vaughn Merrill.

      Just thinking about the way his brown eyes had focused so fixedly on me had me shuddering.

      Which caused poor Ava to jostle in my arms and lose contact with my breast. As the nipple popped free of her lips, milk squirted her in the eye, and she let out an indignant shriek.

      “Oh God. Sorry! Sorry, baby, I’m sorry.”

      I mopped her face dry with a burp cloth and tried to guide her back to feeding. “I’ll get the hang of this soon, I swear,” I said as we both fumbled before she finally latched on again. “It’ll be okay.”

      Ava almost immediately settled down, but I still felt rattled. I had a child to raise on my own, and I had no idea what the hell I was doing.

      This poor kid deserved better.

      But I tried to do everything for her that I could, anyway. And for the rest of the day, it felt as if I failed time and time again.

      After she finished eating and fell asleep in my arms, I dozed in the rocking chair with her until I could feel my grip on her slip in my sleep. I jerked awake, which woke her and started a crying spell.

      Then I finally had her down for a nap again when my cousin Haven called to check in, and stupid me, I’d left my phone in the nursery right next to the crib. By the time I hurried down the hall to answer, Ava had woken again, screaming.

      And she pooped while I was in the middle of changing a wet diaper, so clean-up for that was a massive task. Ava cried through the whole process, kicking her legs angrily as she demanded to be held.

      As evening rolled around, I was so exhausted I couldn’t even think straight. And my daughter was wide awake. The spoiled thing would cry whenever I laid her down, and she got so cranky that she wouldn’t even let me sit in the rocking chair with her. As a result, I had to pace the floor for nearly an hour until she passed out.

      I was so frustrated and exhausted by it all that I nearly called my parents for help a dozen times. They’d come if I asked them to. I knew they would. But this was my child, not theirs. I was going to be her sole guardian for the rest of her childhood. So we were going to have to figure out how to get through this together—just the two of us—one way or another.

      And somehow, we made it through the night.
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      The next morning, I’d just finished my breakfast of Captain Crunch cereal, proud of myself for managing even that big of a feat without falling asleep at the table, when my doorbell rang. Setting the spoon down, I pushed from my chair and left my personal budget on the table where I’d been working on it to see who was visiting.

      On my front step, Beau lifted a black duffle bag as soon as I opened the door.

      “Bentley finally found her old breast pump if you still want it,” he offered with all the enthusiasm of a man who’d just been sent on a honey-do errand he did not want to complete.

      “Oh,” I said in surprise and opened the door, stepping aside to let him in. “Cool. Thank you. It’ll probably be a couple of months before I return to work, but I will definitely need it then.”

      “Great,” he answered dryly, glancing around the front room before he tossed the bag onto the couch. “Where is the rug rat, anyway? You lose her already?”

      “She’s sleeping,” I muttered, sending him a dirty look for his crack.

      “Hmm.” He seemed utterly disinterested in the state of his niece as he backed toward the door. “Well, I’ll be off then…” Pausing, he glanced my way and lifted an eyebrow. “Unless there was anything you needed from me.”

      I began to shake my head, only for an idea to hit me. “Ooh.” Snapping my fingers, I grinned at him. “Actually... While you’re here, could you stick around for a few minutes so I can run to the corner store real quick?”

      I’d gotten dressed for the day and was waiting for Ava to wake up before we trekked down there together, a trip I was frankly dreading. But with my brother here, maybe I wouldn’t have to pack half the house in order to take my baby with me.

      Except he paused, looking suddenly like a cornered animal before he said, “Why?”

      “Uh…” I blinked at his unwillingness to help me out after he’d just asked if I needed anything. “Why?” I repeated. “Because I need to get something. Obviously.” When he kept gaping at me as if I’d asked him to donate a kidney instead, I sighed. “I’ll only be gone a little bit. Ten...fifteen minutes tops. And Ava’s asleep so—”

      “So why can’t I just go pick up whatever you need for you?”

      That caused me to snort. “Really? You want to buy me a jumbo pack of super-absorbent maxi pads? Wow, you’d be the brother of the year.” When his scowl only grew, I ground my teeth. “Come on, Beau. I know you won’t do that. Bentley says she doesn’t even make you pick that shit up for her. And I’m down to my last pad.”

      When he gnashed his teeth and groaned over his decisions, I tried to sweeten the pot. “I’ll let you eat from my box of Captain Crunch if you want.” I motioned into the kitchen at the box that was still sitting next to my empty bowl of cereal. Food had always been a big motivator for him.

      But his eyes didn’t brighten with their usual interest. “Dammit,” he muttered instead and scrubbed a hand through his hair before irritably motioning in my direction. “How could you run out of pads at a time like this?”

      “Oh, gee,” I grumbled sarcastically. “I’m so sorry it slipped my mind, what with giving birth and trying to figure out how to take care of an entire human being by myself after nine months of not having a period. Wow. What is your problem anyway? Do you not like my baby? You’re acting as if you’ve never watched an infant before. And you have a seven-year-old. Besides, Ava probably won’t even wake up before I get back.”

      “Okay! God. Fine.” He huffed out an aggravated sound and motioned at me impatiently. “Just hurry. I have somewhere to be.”

      My mouth fell open as I gaped incredulously at him. But seriously, if he was going to be that big of an ass about it, I’d just take Ava with me when she woke up. “You know what…” I lifted my hands and shook my head. “Never mind. I didn’t realize it would be that much of an inconvenience for you. I can handle this myself and—”

      “Just go,” he snarled, refusing to look at me.

      I blinked, not sure what I’d done to set him off so severely. I mean, he’d been the one to ask if there was anything I needed.

      “Alright,” I said slowly, eyeing him warily, growing more worried than pissed. Something was not right here. “I’ll be right back. Thank you.”

      He sniffed and turned away. I shook my head, confused, then hurried from the house to fetch my feminine supplies.
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      I could hear the muffled crying through the entrance before I even rang the bell. Footsteps sounded, and then Lucy’s brother opened the door, his face sheet white.

      “Dammit,” he muttered when he saw me. “It’s just you.”

      Well…

      I pulled back, not sure how to accept that greeting. “Hello to you, too,” I murmured.

      Sighing and pinching the bridge of his nose, Beau stepped aside to let me in. “Sorry. Luce ran to the store. But the baby woke up almost as soon as she left. She wasn’t supposed to do that.”

      I sent him an odd look as I entered the house, then glanced toward the opening of the hallway where Ava’s screams were starting to get desperate.

      “Did you try...picking her up?” I suggested.

      Sending me a disgusted glance, he spat, “Does it look like I’m holding her to you?”

      “Jesus.” What the fuck was wrong with this guy? “Fine. I’ll get her.”

      Dropping the gift bag full of baby clothes I’d brought this time, I brushed past him and strode toward the hallway. It wasn’t hard to find Ava’s room; I merely followed the panicked cries that increased in volume the closer I got.

      “Hey, hey,” I cooed softly as soon as I hit the nursery’s doorway and hurried to the crib. Ava’s face was bright red, her eyes were streaming tears, and both her arms and legs were flailing wildly. “What’s going on here?” I asked, keeping my voice hushed and calming. “What’s all this fuss about?”

      As soon as I scooped her into my arms, the major portion of her wailing ceased. She was so upset, though, that she continued to whimper and hyperventilate, her entire body lurching as she tried to regain her regular breathing. Face turning in toward my chest, she inadvertently brushed my shirt with her hand, and her fingers latched on to the cloth, where she kept hold of me in a death grip.

      “It’s okay,” I told her, kissing her head. “You’re okay now. There’s no reason to be so scared. You’re not alone.”

      She continued to shake as she remained burrowed against me, and I had to admit it was nice to be her savior and calm her down.

      “There,” I murmured, noticing movement from the corner of my eyes. “That’s better now, isn’t it?”

      Glancing over, I found Beau hovering in the doorway as if too afraid to come inside. He was as pale as a ghost, and his eyes were coated with concern.

      “She okay?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Smells like she might have a wet diaper, though, so I’m going to change her.”

      But I’d get to that in a minute. I wanted to make sure she was fully calm first.

      Beau exhaled roughly and leaned in to press his forehead to the door jamb. “Fucking Lucy,” he muttered. “She said she’d be back before the baby woke up.”

      Squeezing his eyes closed, he grabbed hold of the very door jamb he was resting his forehead on, then he gritted his teeth until his face went red and the muscles in his neck strained.

      “Are you okay?” I finally asked.

      Exhaling, he straightened from the door and looked at me as if he may pass out at any moment. “I didn’t think it was going to be this hard,” he admitted, looking wrecked.

      I didn’t say anything, since I had no clue what he was talking about.

      He swiped a hand through his hair. “I mean, Bentley went right up to her and held her and cuddled her. How the hell could she do that, while I can barely fucking look at her?”

      Tears filled his eyes but didn’t fall. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      There was something so familiar about that lost, defeated look in his eyes, something I felt every day.

      He was in mourning.

      “Who did you lose?” I found myself asking.

      Beau shot me a startled glance. “How did you…?” He shook his head and frowned as if confused.

      “Sorry,” I gushed, figuring that I had overstepped my bounds. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “My kid,” he told me, only to pause and clear his throat before wiping his eyes. “I lost a child. My wife—Bentley—she had a miscarriage about the same time Lucy found out she was pregnant. We knew from the beginning that it probably wasn’t going to make it, and everyone was so focused on Luce because she needed support, you know, that we decided to just…”

      When his voice broke, he shook his head and made his first cautious step toward me and Ava. “We didn’t want to add any more to the family plate, so we just kind of didn’t tell anyone about it, you know. And I thought I’d gotten over it. Bentley seems to have gotten over it.”

      I remained still as he cautiously approached, his wary attention focused on Ava Grace. “But then Ava here was born, and Bentley was so anxious to go see her. We dropped Braiden—our seven-year-old—off at school and went straight to the hospital. I didn’t think anything of it until we hit Lucy’s room, and then I… I couldn’t breathe. I started to feel a cold sweat film my entire body and this pressure on my chest. I thought I was going to pass out. I could barely even look in the baby’s direction. When I realized I was okay if I just kind of steered clear of the same side of the room she was on, I kept to that plan, and no one seemed to notice. But I’ve been having this nightmare ever since. I keep hearing this baby crying, and everyone thinks it’s Lucy’s, so they all go down the hall to Ava’s room to check on her. But I know… I know it’s the baby we lost, and I start running in the other direction, searching everywhere, except the longer I run, the farther away its crying grows. And I wake up every time, gasping for air.”

      Setting a calming hand against his chest, Beau finally paused before us and looked down at Ava, then he shuddered out a long breath and gave her a sad smile. “She’s beautiful.”

      I’m not sure why I felt proud of that announcement. I had nothing to do with how she looked. But I did agree with him. Duke and Lucy had made a very beautiful child.

      When I silently held her out, offering her to him, he glanced up, then nodded once and took the baby.

      His smile grew a little bigger once the infant was in his arms. Then he watched her for a couple of seconds before he lifted his face and shook his head. “I have no idea why I told you all that. I haven’t even told Bentley about my nightmares.”

      I shrugged. “I never told my brother how scared I was for him whenever we had to wait on test results. I was convinced I had to look strong and capable so he’d know he could lean on me whenever he needed to. You were probably trying to appear the same way with your wife.”

      “Yeah.” Beau nodded and blew out a breath. “Yeah, that sounds about right.” He looked down and bounced Ava in his arms before wrinkling his nose and saying, “Damn, she really does smell like piss, though.”

      I grinned and offered, “I’ll change her.”

      Beau lifted an eyebrow, letting me know that was an odd thing to volunteer for, but then he shrugged and gave her back to me. “If you insist, I’m definitely not going to argue.”

      Remembering the instructions Noel had given me the day before, I carried Ava to the changing table and got started with the process.

      Lucy’s brother followed us to watch, hands in his pockets. But instead of giving any pointers or critiques, he said, “Hey, could you not mention the miscarriage thing to Lucy? Or anyone for that matter. We don’t want to drag down the arrival of this little stinker with anything depressing.”

      “It wouldn’t be dragging anything down,” Lucy said from behind us.

      Beau and I whirled around to find her standing in the doorway, both hands covering her heart, and her eyes huge with concern.

      “Lucy,” her brother gasped.

      She shook her head. “Oh, Beau. You big, stupid idiot.” Hurrying forward, she opened her arms and jerked him into a hug. “Don’t ever think you have to hide any kind of heartbreak from me for any reason. Ava or not, I would’ve wanted to be there for you guys.”

      Beau sighed as he hugged her back. “We didn’t want to scare you, either,” he explained. “Just because our baby didn’t make it didn’t mean yours wouldn’t.”

      Rolling her eyes, she pulled back to mutter, “You didn’t have to worry about me so much. I’m not that fragile, you know.” She slugged him lightly on the arm as if to prove her durability.

      Beau grumbled indecipherable words and bowed his head slightly, even as he kept eye contact. “I know. We just…” He hissed out a deflated breath and sent her an apologetic wince. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, geez,” she muttered, rolling her eyes and reaching for him again. “Come here.”

      This time, she hugged him harder, and he rested his head on her shoulder as he hugged her back. When he sniffed, she pulled away and wiped at the wetness slipping down his cheek. He followed it up by wiping the other side.

      As they gave each other awkward smiles, I turned away to give them a bit more privacy. And to change a wet diaper.

      “How’s Bentley doing?” Lucy asked behind me. “I mean, she healed okay, right? No one told her she couldn’t have any more children or anything like that, did they?”

      “Yeah, no, she’s good.” Beau sniffed as if he needed to wipe a wet nose. “As far as we know, she can still try for more with no issues.”

      “Oh, good.” Lucy blew out a relieved breath. “That’s great.”

      “I’m not sure I want anymore, though.” Beau sounded as if he were grimacing. “Not after that. It tore her up for a minute there. I don’t want to see her go through that ever again.”

      “Is that how Bentley feels?” Lucy wondered softly.

      Her brother’s silent response told me that was a touchy subject. Feeling a strained confrontation on the brink, I lifted the newly-diapered Ava from her changing table, and turned to display her to the siblings. “All clean.”

      Lucy blinked at me, then jumped to action, her eyes widening. “Ack, sorry.” She reached for her child. “I just stood there and let you do all the diaper changing, didn’t I? I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured. “I like feeling useful.”

      She snorted and teased, “In that case, I have an entire kitchen full of dirty dishes to clean.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously as she laughed at her own joke.

      I became a little too entranced watching the curve of her mouth and twinkle in her eyes and how her hair shifted over her shoulder when she arched her head back.

      God, she was beautiful.

      Smiling at the exuberance that radiated off her, I ignored the ache that rattled through my chest, wishing I could share that very feeling with her. It’d been just a split second worth of happiness, but it had looked good on her.

      Standing between us, her brother cleared his throat and waved a hand to get our attention. I froze, hoping he hadn’t noticed how utterly enchanted I’d briefly been, while Lucy turned, eyebrows raised in question.

      “I’m going to take off,” he told her, pointing toward the door. “I really did have somewhere to be. But do you think you have everything you need now?”

      Lucy nodded. “Yep. All good. Thanks again for staying. If I’d known what was going on, though, I wouldn’t have even asked—”

      “Nah, it’s fine,” he assured her, waving a hand. “Honestly, I’m relieved you finally know.”

      “Me too,” she said, then pointed sternly. “And tell your wife to expect a call from me. I’d like to mourn a little with her too.” Sending him a sympathetic pout, she added, “It would’ve been nice if Ava’d had a cousin so close to her in age.”

      Beau nodded and dropped his gaze. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll let her know.” Then he glanced my way and lifted a hand. “Vaughn.”

      I bobbed my head. “See you around, man.”

      Lucy and I watched him as he walked from the room.

      “Well…” She heaved out a breath and turned to me expectantly. “Hi. You’re here. Again.”

      “Yeah, I…” I lamely motioned over my shoulder in the direction of the front door. “I just stopped by to visit the baby, if that was okay, since I didn’t have to work today.”

      “Um. Yeah.” She nodded slowly before adding, “Of course. If you don’t mind waiting in the front room for a minute, I’ll just feed her real quick, and then you two can visit for as long as you’d like.”

      My gaze went immediately to her breasts. But dammit, I had a bad feeling that was going to happen every time anyone mentioned feeding the baby.

      I jerked my eyes up as soon as I realized what I was doing and nodded, tripping over my own feet as I already started backing toward the door. “Yeah, sure. That’s fine. Sorry. Just… Take your time.”

      Then I whirled around and escaped the room.

      I didn’t feel like sitting once I reached the front of the house, though. Instead, I wandered into the kitchen to discover that she wasn’t lying about the dirty-dish situation. I shook my head slowly and began to roll up my sleeves.

      I had the dishwasher loaded and running and was about halfway through scrubbing the remaining pile of pots and pans when Lucy’s doorbell rang.

      “Vaughn?” Lucy’s voice called from down the hall. “Do you think you could answer that for me? I just have a couple of minutes left here.”

      Pulling my arms free from the suds, I hollered back, “Sure.” Then I dried my hands and made my way into the front room. It felt beyond weird, answering her door for her, but she had asked, so I pulled it open to find a man about my age, maybe a few years younger, holding a Wendy’s cup and a to-go bag.

      He turned from looking at my car at the curb, and we blinked curiously at each other.

      I didn’t know who he was, but jealousy stirred in my gut, anyway.

      Stupid irritating feeling.

      Just because some guy was visiting her at her house did not mean she was seeing anyone, and even if she was… It made no difference to me.

      Yet an ache rioted its way through my chest, anyway.

      “Uh…” I motioned over my shoulder. “Lucy Olivia’s back feeding the baby right now. She asked me to answer the door.”

      “Cool,” he told me with a reassuring smile as he lifted the cup and bag. “I’m only swinging by with a gift and a quick question for her. The name’s Trick, by the way. And... You must be the uncle.”

      I disliked it even more that he knew who I was. But of course, Lucy would tell her friend about the uncle of her child popping up unexpectedly in her life. I shouldn’t be surprised. Or feel so…well, whatever ugly, petty emotion I was experiencing.

      It was as maddening as hell, and I really did not want to care about Lucy and her personal life.

      Nodding, I stepped aside to let Trick inside. “Vaughn,” I greeted.

      “Vaughn. Nice to meet you.” He tipped his chin toward the street as he stepped through the doorway. “Is that your Charger out there?”

      “Yeah. Is it in someone’s way?”

      I stepped forward, prepared to move it, but Trick said, “Nah. I was just admiring it. I have one myself.” He motioned again with his chin. “Little bit older than yours, though. A sixty-nine with a new Hellcat engine in her.”

      “No way.” Momentarily forgetting how I jealously did not want to like this guy, I peered into the yard where his classic was parked behind my five-year-old model. “Oh man,” I murmured in awe. “They look good sitting there together.” I exhaled, admiring the sight. “I can’t believe it still runs.”

      “Yep.” Trick nodded proudly as he studied his baby as well. “I mean, I’ve had to Frankenstein her back together, completely overhaul the engine and find a couple of new parts, like doors and a hood, so she’ll never be show-floor worthy, but she still purrs when you stroke her just right.”

      “I’ll bet.” I nodded, listening to his explanation as someone entered the living room behind us.

      “Trickster!” Lucy’s voice greeted him with welcome surprise.

      And… the jealous knot in my gut returned.

      Hoping the two weren’t into public displays of affection that I would have to witness up close and personal, I turned in unison with Trick as he kicked the door shut behind him and grinned back.

      “Hey, Luck.”

      She rolled her eyes, laughing, as she rocked the baby in her arms and patted her back. “It has been years since you called me that. You must want something.”

      A wince of discomfort flashed across the other man’s features but was gone again so quickly I wasn’t sure if Lucy had even caught it. Then he lifted his Wendy’s in offering. “I come bearing gifts.”

      Attention shifting, her eyes immediately widened in delight. “Oh my God. You didn’t.”

      “Yep.” Trick grinned. “I know how much you like dipping your fries.”

      “Ooh...” she hummed, adding a thrilled sound to the end of it. “Yes, I do. Thank you.” She stepped forward to receive the treat but seemed to realize her arms were already full, so she paused undecidedly.

      “Here.” I stepped forward, intervening. “I can hold Ava for you.”

      “Thanks.” Lucy turned gratefully and held the child out, telling me, “I’ve been trying to burp her, but she’s being stubborn.”

      “On it,” I answered, grinning down at the little bundle once she hit my arms.

      As I took over the back-patting, Lucy turned back to Trick and finally accepted her gift.

      “Mmm,” she moaned and tipped her head back, eyes closed in ecstasy after she dipped her first fry and popped it into her mouth.

      Once she satisfied the initial craving, she cracked her eyes open and sent Trick a grateful smile, repeating, “Thank you. That hit the spot. You know the fastest way to my heart.”

      A nervous smile flickered over Trick’s face before he murmured, “I was hoping you’d say that because…”

      After drawing in a deep breath as if preparing for something big, he knelt in front of her…on one knee.

      Lucy’s eyes grew huge, and she scrambled a step back away from him as she screeched an incredulous, “Trick! Oh my God. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m proposing,” he answered a bit too logically. I almost expected him to add a Duh to the end of his explanation.

      “Uh…” I cleared my throat and began backing away with Ava. “We’ll just be down the—”

      But Lucy cried, “No!” She sent me a hard look, letting me know she’d skin me alive if I left her alone with Trick. “I mean, there’s no reason for you to go anywhere,” she added a little more calmly. “Since Trick’s going to stop being ridiculous and stand his ass back up. Right now.” Using the hand that she was still clutching her french fry bag with, she attempted to hook her grip under his armpit and manually haul him back to his feet. But failed.

      Stuck standing there and bearing witness to this moment, I looked down at the baby in my arms, hoping she’d cry or something to give me a reason to take her away because I had a very strong feeling Lucy would make me stay otherwise.

      Duke would get such a kick out of this moment, especially my discomfort. I could already hear his laugh in my head whenever I told him—

      Which I wasn’t going to do, because he was no longer around to tell anything.

      Damn, I’d forgotten that for a moment.

      Across the room, Trick huffed out a breath and finally stood back up at Lucy’s persistent prodding. “But, Luce,” he grumbled. “Be reasonable. Please.”

      “I am!” she cried, gaping at him as if he’d lost his mind. “And I’ve gotta say, the only unreasonable person I see in this room right now is you. I mean, what in God’s name are you thinking, proposing freaking marriage to me? Holy shit, Trick.”

      “I’m thinking you need help,” he ground out. “You should not be doing this alone.”

      “I’m fine,” she muttered, setting her Wendy’s on a side table so she could face off with Trick free-handed. And those hands went straight to her hips. “I feel like I’m doing just fine, thank you very much.”

      “I know you’re doing fine,” he allowed with an affectionate smile. “You’re doing great. But raising a child by yourself has got to be hard.”

      “I can handle hard,” she shot back as if offended to think someone else didn’t believe in her.

      “You can,” Trick agreed again, too quickly, which caused Lucy to frown. “But you’re one of my best friends on earth. I don’t want you to have to deal with hard if you don’t have to.”

      “Oh, Trick.” Lucy sighed as if exhausted. Then she pushed a hand through her hair. “You stupid, lovable idiot. What am I going to do with you?”

      “Marry me?” he suggested, opening his arms and offering her an encouraging smile.

      She huffed out a short laugh. “I’m not going to marry you.”

      His smile fell, but I also noted a hint of relief in his eyes. “And why not?”

      “Because I don’t think anyone should get married just because of a child. They should get married because they want to spend the rest of their lives together, as a team. Because they freaking love each other.”

      “Hey, I freaking love you just fine. Don’t you love me?”

      “Yeah,” she sniffed in disgust. “Of course. But like a brother.”

      “Really?” Trick seemed to brighten at that notion. “That’s sweet. And here, I always saw you as more of a cousin.”

      Ava picked that moment to let out a healthy belch.

      Trick and Lucy paused their discussion to look my way.

      I backed away. “We’re just…going to be anywhere but here.” And I hightailed it out of the room, hurrying down the hall until I hit the nursery.
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      Trick elbowed me in the arm and snickered. “I think you freaked out the baby uncle.”

      I arched a confused eyebrow. “Baby uncle?”

      “Yeah.” He grinned. “It’s like a baby daddy. But an uncle.”

      With a sigh, I sent him a dry glance for his strange term before clarifying, “Whatever, you’re the one who freaked him out. Geez. I can’t believe you just proposed to me.” Then I looked down at my Frosty and fries and scooped them back into my arms protectively. “I don’t have to give these back now that I said no, do I?”

      “Nah.” He stole a fry and popped it into his mouth. “But you do have to share.”

      “Bully,” I teased affectionately, even as I let him steal a handful more.

      We wasted a minute, standing there hovering over the box and contentedly eating until it was empty.

      Finally, Trick sighed and brushed his salty fingers off on his thighs. “Are you sure you can handle this all on your own, Luce?”

      “No,” I told him honestly. “But I’m sure I don’t have to marry you to get help if I need it.”

      He shrugged and reluctantly admitted, “True. But it’s going to be hard. I’ve seen Skylar and Dominic look dog-tired after a night with their newborn. The same with Julian and Nia. And both couples are attacking this parenting thing with a partner. There’s going to be some really sucky, hard shit you’re going to have to go through by yourself.”

      “I know,” I said. I wasn’t even a week into this journey, and I was already feeling some of the sucky, hard shit right now. Then I smiled softly and glanced toward the hall that led to where my little girl was now. “But it’ll be worth it. We’re going to be okay.”

      I’d do everything in my power to make sure of it.

      “Yeah, I think you will,” Trick replied, nodding as he watched my face. Then he opened his arms. “Come here.”

      I was still holding my half-finished shake, but I stepped into his arms anyway, and he gave me a warm, supportive hug. I closed my eyes and sank against him, letting him hold me for another couple of seconds before I stepped back.

      “Thanks,” I said, smiling up at him. “I’ll take all the hugs I can handle today, especially after I just learned that Beau and Bentley lost a baby.”

      “What?!” Mouth dropping open, he blurted, “Is Bent okay? Are they still at the hospital?”

      “Months ago,” I belatedly added, glad to learn I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t known. “They lost it months ago, about the same time I learned I was pregnant with Ava. But they didn’t want to say anything because of what I was going through.”

      Trick blinked once. “Are you shitting me?”

      “I know.” I motioned to him, still feeling some of the same shock he was exhibiting now. “Can you believe they just kept it quiet like that? They should’ve been able to share it with whoever they wanted to. My issues should not have—”

      “Hey.” He gripped my elbow softly to stop me. “Don’t take responsibility for their decisions. It was a tough call to make. I mean, life is weird. You never know if you’re supposed to suppress your happiness out of respect because someone you know is going through a shitty time or keep your problems to yourself when others are celebrating. It’s all a fucking mess, and you just do the best you can with what you got.”

      “Wow,” I murmured, blinking at him. “You sounded so wise and grown-up right there.”

      “Right?” He motioned toward me as if to say he was shocked by that revelation too. “I think my dad’s finally beginning to rub off on me. It’s all that Cress’s fault too. Ever since he rented a room from me to attend college, I’ve had to be responsible and shit, taking him under my wing and showing him the ropes, you know.” He swiped a harassed hand through his hair and blew out a hard breath. “I still can’t believe he’s already going to be graduating next year, too, and moving out again. It’s going to feel like my baby’s leaving the nest.”

      I patted his arm dolefully, and said, “I’m sure you’ll manage to make it through. Somehow.”

      He rolled his eyes, realizing I was placating and teasing him all at the same time. “Smart-ass,” he murmured and sniffed out an affectionate smile. Then he briefly ruffled my hair and took a deliberate step backward away from me. “Well, I’m going to take off before you really start heckling me. Besides, you’ve got other guests to host at the moment.”

      When I straightened, remembering Vaughn was still here, Trick grinned mischievously and leaned close to quietly murmur, “Who knows; maybe you won’t tell him no when he proposes.”

      My mouth immediately dropped open over such a preposterous statement. “What?” I hissed and promptly smacked his arm. “That isn’t even funny, Patrick Mason Ryan.”

      “What?” he shot back and even laughed a little at my expense. “Are you telling me I was wrong in sensing some major vibes brewing between you two?”

      “Oh my God.” Mortification rocked through me as I slapped my hand over his mouth and whispered, “Shh.” But seriously, I couldn’t believe he could tell how freaking attracted I was to Vaughn.

      How embarrassing.

      “Don’t ever, ever, ever say anything like that again,” I warned him on a threatening hiss. “There is no way on God’s green earth that Vaughn and I would—we just…” I shook my head and lowered my hand, moaning, “I can’t believe you even suggested that.” Then I leaned even closer and lowered my whisper some more as I told him, “I’ve had sex with his brother.”

      Trick made a face as if that wasn’t any kind of big deal. “I mean…” He shrugged. “Not very good sex, from what I heard.”

      “Oh my God,” I repeated, at a loss for thinking up any other phrase as I thumped a palm to my brow and closed my eyes. “You are unbelievable.”

      “What?” He sounded so clueless that I had to think he truly didn’t see the problem with what he was saying. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

      I blew out a breath and clasped my hands together near my chest. “Alright, then,” I announced in an upbeat tone. “So you should probably be going now.” Before I strangled him for any other preposterous notion he tried to bring up.

      Opening the door, I nudged him outside, and he followed the pressure from my hand willingly enough, even as he grinned over his shoulder at me.

      “Deny it all you want, Luck,” he taunted. “But I know what I saw, and right or wrong, you two want to jump each other’s bones. Bad.”

      “You’re insane,” I shot back, then shut the door in his face.

      I swear, I heard him chuckle through the wood, and it made me grind my teeth in frustration.

      Because he was wrong. I mean, he was so wrong it was actually humorous.

      I was a brand-new mother here. I didn’t want to jump anyone’s bones. I didn’t even want to think about sex. My body was still sore in places that I didn’t even know it could get sore.

      Bone-jumping was the very last thing on my agenda.

      Just…

      Eww.

      Trick was an idiot. And way out of line. That’s all there was to it.

      Yet even as I convinced myself that was how it was, my gaze veered toward the opening of the hall where Vaughn had disappeared with my child, and a shockwave of arousal prickled its way over my flesh.

      “Oh God,” I hissed, crossing my arms over my breasts and hugging the sensitive assholes. I don’t know what was wrong with me. This was just so freaking inappropriate.

      Damn Trick for figuring out the most private, humiliating thoughts swimming through my head.

      There was no way he was going to keep this to himself either. The entire family was probably going to know before the end of the day that I wanted to jump my dead baby daddy’s brother’s bones.

      Closing my eyes, I whimpered out my distress and then exhaled and stiffened my shoulders, already bracing for the fallout. The first thing I had to do was play it off like it was nothing in front of Vaughn.

      Prepared to fake it so at least he wouldn’t know how truly depraved I was, I lifted my chin and started down the hall to seek him out.

      About halfway down, I heard his low voice. It moved through me with a fluttering vibration that nearly made me shudder with need, but I managed to hold myself firm as I slowed to a stop just outside the door to the nursery.

      “God, I love your smell,” he was saying as I peeked around the corner to see him sitting in the chair with Ava and leaning down so he could press his nose to her head. A second later, he rested his cheek on her baby fuzz and grinned. “Seriously, you smell so good. Like, I don’t know… Baby shampoo and your mama, I think. It’s freaking addictive.”

      I swallowed, not at all imagining him smelling me that way.

      Then he buried his nose in the crook of my baby’s neck, making her squirm and let out an indignant sound.

      Chuckling, he pulled away and lifted his face. “What? Too much? Alright, I’ll stop smelling you like some kind of creeper. I just can’t get enough of you. You’re so incredibly cute.”

      I grinned and lifted my hand to the door jamb, unable to stop watching him cuddle my baby.

      “I can already imagine how the boys are going to chase you when you get older.” Furrowing his brow, he pointed at Ava’s nose and added, “I’m going to have to vet each and every one of them; I hope you understand. Only the best is going to be allowed to get anywhere near my niece.”

      I sniffed in amusement, and Vaughn lifted his face in surprise.

      Lips parting and obviously not a fan of being caught talking to the infant, he rushed out a winded, “Hey. I didn’t realize you were there.”

      “I figured as much,” I said, dropping my hand and entering the nursery to head toward the daybed I had pushed against the wall on the opposite side of the room as Ava’s crib. Dropping onto the mattress and immediately grabbing a pillow to pull to my chest, I bent my knees up and got comfortable before focusing on the man in the rocking chair. “Sorry about, you know…” I rolled my eyes. “Trick. I had no idea he was going to do that.”

      Vaughn’s lips quirked into a half-smile. “Yeah, I could tell it caught you off guard.”

      “Crazy man,” I muttered, shaking my head. “He’s insane. But thanks for watching Ava anyway while I handled him.”

      If handling him was even what I could call whatever had just happened. Felt more like he’d handled me, rattling me to the core with his ridiculous observations.

      “It’s fine,” I was assured. “I came to see Ava Grace, and that’s exactly what I got to do.”

      Right. I nodded. Of course. He was here for Ava. Ava. I shouldn’t have to remind myself of that.

      None of this was because of me, and I needed to get my body on board with reality.

      Stupid, crazy hormones. I was supposed to be recovering from childbirth here, not imagining dirty, depraved things with the one man I should never have such thoughts about.

      Gah.

      I was so messed up.

      “He only felt obligated to ask because we’re family,” I tossed out the explanation, hoping to move past the mortifying thoughts still rambling around in my brain.

      Except Vaughn paused in rocking Ava Grace to squint in confusion as he slowly repeated, “Family?”

      “I mean...” I waved my hands and blushed hard, realizing how bad that sounded. “Not blood-related family,” I assured. Dear Lord, no wonder why he was giving me such a funny look. “I didn’t just get proposed to by a cousin or anything like that. There’s just this whole group of us who act like a big family, so that’s what we call ourselves since some of us are related. We’re all pretty close, you know, and when one of us faces any kind of challenge, everyone else bands together and goes a little overboard with trying to help out. And I’m guessing I’m the big charity case at the moment, so…” I shrugged helplessly. “Trick just thought he was doing his duty to ask.”

      Vaughn nodded thoughtfully as he watched me explain my family.

      An aching sadness entered his eyes as this wistfully far-away expression took over his features before he murmured, “Sounds nice.”

      I swallowed thickly, trying not to cry.

      He looked down at Ava with a hope and yearning that made me squeeze my pillow extra hard. Then, he barely touched her cheek with the tips of his fingers and smiled softly.

      When he looked up, I noticed this moist, red ring around his eyes. It was almost always there, I realized. He looked like he had either just finished crying or like he was going to start any second.

      I had never known that kind of grief, and it made me feel suddenly naive and small.

      “You’re lucky,” he said from a rasping voice.

      I nodded, positive I’d never truly appreciated just how lucky I was until that moment.

      I had people I knew I could always rely on. Stupid crazy people like Trick and Beau, and wonderful, amazing people like my parents. And just… all of them.

      I had people.

      Vaughn did not.

      It made me want to share all of my people with him so he could experience the same peace of mind and foundation and steady source of love that I had.

      But that wasn’t something you could just go around offering like a free T-shirt at a game.

      So I cleared my throat and picked at a string hanging off the case of the pillow I was strangling. “You were really good with Beau earlier, you know.”

      “Hmm?” He furrowed his brow in confusion and started rocking the chair again when Ava made a sound.

      “I just… When I got home from my errand, I overheard most of the conversation you two had, and… I don’t know. I just feel crappy.” Wiping at my eyes, I sighed before explaining, “I could tell something was going on with him when I asked him to stay with Ava for a few minutes, but he was being such an ass that I just got mad at him instead of stopping and trying to figure out the reasoning behind his behavior. But you...” Shaking my head, I looked over at him in amazement. “You took the time to ask him one single question, and he ended up spilling everything to you.”

      “Oh! Well...” Vaughn shrugged and glanced away, looking distinctly uncomfortable with my praise. “I just…” He shrugged again. “I saw something familiar in his eyes, I guess.”

      “And I saw nothing,” I muttered, scolding myself. “I’m such an idiot.”

      “It’s nothing to beat yourself up over,” Vaughn cut in quietly. “If you’ve never lost anyone close, then how could you know what to look for?”

      Okay, that made sense. But still. I felt awful. Tugging at the string to pull it free and frowning when it only grew longer, I glanced over at him briefly. “You must think I’m awful. I take my completely healthy brother for granted, getting mad at him and snapping at him, while yours…” God, I even felt awful for bringing the topic up at all.

      When I cringed at him, he shook his head. “I don’t think you’re awful. I got pissed at Duke constantly, and I knew he was dying. Anger’s an honest emotion, and it never comes at an appropriate time. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Gah, this man was too understanding. Seriously, how did he know how to say just the right thing?

      Blinking at him in awe, I blurted, “I absolutely cannot believe you’re Duke’s brother.” Then I realized what I had said and cried, “Sorry! Oh my God, please ignore me.”

      He smiled. “It’s fine, honestly. I get it. We were always like night and day. He was the fun, jokester, party animal, and I was, you know, the boring, responsible one.”

      “You’re not boring,” I instantly argued, only to feel my cheeks heat when I realized I didn’t know him well enough to determine that yet, and he hadn’t done anything to convince me he wasn’t.

      I’d only said as much because the way his presence affected me had never been boring.

      My blood seemed to surge with this uncanny awareness whenever he was around. My heart always beat a little faster, my skin tingled in the most private places, and my body went into a state of hyper-sensitivity.

      Nothing about that was boring.

      Vaughn glanced at me with a slight frown, probably also wondering why I claimed to be such an authority on the subject, and his gaze skimmed my face before his lips parted in surprise.

      Dammit, my blush was giving me away, wasn’t it?

      God, this was embarrassing. He had to know how attracted I was to him now.

      “I mean…” I flailed out a hand because I actually had no idea what I meant. But I definitely needed to talk my way out of this mortifying moment. Except no words were coming, and Vaughn was still looking at me with those brown, brown eyes, awaiting an explanation.

      My doorbell rang.

      “Oh, thank God,” I breathed, not even caring if he heard me or not. “I should get that.”

      I sprang from the daybed and hurried from the room, eager for anything to save me from this moment.
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      I found Pick and Eva at the door.

      “Hey, baby girl.” Eva swept inside, pulling me into an immediate hug. “Sorry, we didn’t make it to the hospital to visit. I told Pick we needed to come home early.”

      “No worries,” I assured. “It got a little too crowded in my room, anyway. The nurses had to yell at us a few times to keep it down.”

      “Which is exactly what I said would happen,” Pick announced as he came in behind his wife, touching my back as he did. Then he added, “And who do we have here?” in a curious voice.

      I pulled away from Eva and turned to find Vaughn pausing in the opening of the hallway with Ava Grace in his arms, eyeing my new company warily.

      “Oh. This is Vaughn Merrill,” I started.

      Only for Pick to snap his fingers. “The uncle, right?”

      “Right,” I answered while Eva tipped her head as she studied him.

      “But weren’t you just here yesterday?” she finally asked.

      “I....” Vaughn glanced my way as if to accuse me of telling everyone about his comings and goings.

      Before I could intercede, though, Eva explained, “We saw Noel and Aspen last night, and they mentioned it.”

      “Right,” I murmured, then pointed between them as I told Vaughn, “These are Trick’s parents, by the way. Eva and Pick Ryan.”

      Introducing him to even more family was beginning to weird me out. I knew it should be totally normal that I be the intermediate to link him from Ava to everyone else, but the realization of just how much I was personally connected to him now was really pounding itself into my head. The intimacy of it was just…strange. It didn’t feel as if I should be that attracted to someone who was now “family.”

      “Aah, so you’ve met Trick, huh?” Pick was asking. He lifted his brows in interest. Then he sighed. “Sorry about that.”

      “Speaking of him…” Setting my hand on my hips, I faced off with the Ryans so I could ignore the chemistry I should not be feeling for my daughter’s uncle. “Were you two aware that your youngest was going to propose marriage to me today?”

      “Did he?” Pick grinned and suddenly changed his tune, spouting, “I always knew that boy was a bright one.”

      “Well, how did you answer?” Eva demanded, looking almost eager.

      I blinked at her before saying, “I said no, of course.”

      Had she really expected me to accept such a crazy offer?

      “Oh.” Eva’s excitement dimmed. “Well, that’s no fun. I would’ve loved to have you as a daughter-in-law.” Then she leaned in toward me and lowered her voice. “Frankly, some of the women he’s dated have scared the shit out of me.”

      I grinned. “Me too.”

      With a hopeless sigh, she admitted, “I sometimes worry about what he’s going to fall in love with someday.”

      “You mean who he’s going to fall in love with,” I prompted.

      “I definitely meant what.” She sent me an arch glance, telling me with a single look that no woman was going to be good enough for her baby boy to even rate a human-status who.

      “Eh, he’ll be fine,” Pick assured, squeezing his wife’s shoulder before stepping past her to approach Vaughn, who was still holding the baby.

      Damn, but he did look good holding a baby.

      “So this is your little bundle of joy, huh?” Pick asked.

      Pride bubbled in my chest. “Yep. That’s my Ava Grace.”

      “Aw.” Eva crowded in next to her husband as they hovered over the baby. “She’s precious.”

      “I like her,” I murmured, smiling over their adoration.

      “Of course, you do. And it’s completely Auntie Eva’s turn to hold her, I think.” Rubbing her hands together, she looked up at the man cradling the baby. “You don’t mind, do you, Vaughn?”

      “Uh…” He looked like he totally minded. I half-expected him to lift his elbow, blocking her. But he heaved out a breath, sent Ava a longing glance as if he feared he’d never get to hold her again, and then he murmured, “No. Not at all.”

      And he handed the infant over. As Eva stepped away with Pick on her heels, both of them grinning and baby-talking to Ava Grace, Vaughn turned to me as if lost.

      “I should probably be going, anyway,” he murmured.

      Still rocking my self-conscious embarrassment around him, I merely nodded and started to lead him to the door, only to notice another gift bag on the floor next to the exit, packaged much like the one that had sat there yesterday.

      Pausing, I glanced toward Vaughn. “Did you bring another gift?”

      Guilt flooded his features. “I…”

      “No more,” I told him, shaking my head and rolling my eyes. “You’ve already given her enough.”

      “But—”

      “Vaughn.” I lifted my brows sternly. “No more.”

      His throat worked as he swallowed. Brown eyes peered into mine before he gave a single nod of the head. “Okay, fine.”

      I sniffed and opened the door for him. “You are so weird. You’re going to spoil her rotten if you keep this up.”

      He turned to look at me as he passed, his lips hitching up into the hint of a mischievous smile. Then he leaned close and murmured, “That’s the idea,” before he stepped outside and strode off, not once looking back.

      There was something so sensual and intimate about what he’d just done, I gazed after him dazedly, my lashes fluttering and stomach full of butterflies.

      No, I would never be able to consider him boring. He was way too thrilling for that.

      “He’s an intense one, isn’t he?”

      I jumped.

      Rushing to shut the door, I concentrated on smoothing my expression before I turned to find Pick watching me curiously.

      With an emotionless nod, I answered, “I was just having the same thought, actually.”

      Pick sighed and glanced out the window. “Quiet way,” he murmured. “Keen, watchful eyes. Overly polite manner. That type always makes me wonder what painful, introspective thoughts are lurking behind the surface.”

      “Well, he did recently lose his brother,” I allowed, shrugging nonchalantly and hoping I didn’t sound as protective of Vaughn’s privacy as I felt. “So…”

      “But that was nearly a year ago, and your boy’s been keeping it fresh, right up there on the surface with him.”

      I shook my head immediately. “Oh, he’s not my—”

      Pick kept talking. “You can see it in his eyes. His inner battle is strong.” Shaking his head sadly, he murmured, “That’s the toughest kind to fight. And he’s purposely blocking his own path forward with the pain, so he won’t be able to properly move past it, when all he needs to do is just learn how to embrace it fully so he can carry it with him.”

      Eva sighed from the chair where she’d seated herself, rocking slowly with Ava. “God, I love it when you go all deep and knowing.”

      Pick grinned smugly and winked at her. “Why do you think I do it so often?”

      His wife smiled back before she glanced at me and announced, “I should make him a stew.”

      “That would be nice,” I said as I wandered to the window just in time to see a dark car pull away from the curb and start down the street. “I don’t think he’s had anyone make him a stew in a long time.”

      My chest wrenched with sympathy. I recalled the way he’d sobbed over Ava at the hospital and tried so hard to keep everything in.

      Pick was right; Vaughn refused to fully embrace his grief.

      It made me ache for him even more.

      Hell, it made me want to give him more than just a stew.
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      Pick and Eva weren’t the last visitors to stop by on that long Sunday. Before they had even left, more showed up to meet my little girl or just to check in and make sure I was doing okay. About half a dozen family members came by on separate occasions before the day was over, and all of them asked if there was anything I needed.

      The outpouring of support was growing to be a bit much, actually. I was secretly grateful for a spot of peace and quiet when the day finally ended.

      “Together and alone at last,” I told my little girl as she lay curled against my chest, fast asleep. With a relieved smile, I settled in for the night, where I sat upright in bed, holding her.

      I honestly didn’t think I’d gotten my hands on her all day, unless she’d needed to feed. Too many other people had wanted their turn with her.

      The family was being awesome, truly. They were helping me and making sure I was okay, but the constant company was beginning to burn me out.

      I guess everything had its pros and cons, even big, wonderful families because I usually preferred a lot quieter of a life than this.

      And right now, I just wanted to cuddle alone with my baby and catch my breath.

      “You needed a break, too, didn’t you? Poor, worn-out little girl.” I lightly traced a fingertip across her cute, button nose. “Don’t worry; I’m just as drained as you are.”

      As she sighed contentedly in her sleep, I smiled and idly wished someone would hold me in their arms right about now and rock me to sleep, too, just like this.

      Just one person. Not the whole horde that made up my entire family but maybe a single special someone, made solely for me.

      Yeah, that would be nice.

      “At least I got you, though,” I told my unconscious daughter.

      Except she looked so innocent and trusting that a wave of fear and uncertainty gripped me. How was I going to keep her safe and healthy all by myself?

      As much as my family exhausted me, I needed the whole mess now, more than ever. And I was glad I had them, as overwhelming as they were and everything.

      I fell asleep with a smile on my face, grateful for their all-encompassing, high-handed love. But I was even more thankful that the next day was Monday, which meant almost every one of them would be at work, and I’d have a full day free of guests.

      I took advantage of it, being utterly lazy, sleeping whenever Ava Grace slept, and watching reruns of my favorite show while she fed. I had briefly considered washing dishes, but when I shuffled into the kitchen, I realized someone had already done them for me. Or most of them, anyway. There were only a few pots and pans left, soaking in the sink, which led me to believe that whoever had started them had left unexpectedly. And the only person who hadn’t lingered to ask me twenty times if I needed anything had been Vaughn.

      Geez. I shook my head, wondering what I was going to do about that man.

      Hopefully, though, I had a few days to think about it before he came calling again.
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      It was early evening before I received my first Monday visitor.

      I almost expected it to be Vaughn, after he’d stopped by two days in a row, but I was even more shocked to see Luke of all people on my doorstep.

      “Oh my God,” I murmured in shock, shuffling aside to let him in. “Are you actually here to see my kid or do you need, like, money or something?”

      He had to be about the last person I thought would come here by himself to meet Ava.

      “Brat,” he murmured affectionately, ruffling my hair as he stepped inside. “Where is the little mini-you, anyway? I see a bunch of baby shit, but no baby.”

      As he stopped in the middle of the living room and turned in a slow circle, I snapped my fingers and winced. “Damn, I knew I was supposed to bring something home from the hospital with me.”

      “Haha,” he dryly intoned, sending me a short frown for my joke. “Always gotta be a smart-ass, don’t you?”

      “Only for you,” I told him sweetly. Then hitched my head toward the hallway. “She’s taking a nap. If you promise to be quiet, I’ll walk you back to see her.”

      “Nah.” He shook his head and shoved his hands into his pockets, glancing toward the ground, a nervous gesture I’d never seen him display before. Then he shuffled his feet and kicked the back of one shoe against the toe of the other before he looked up again. “I think I’ll just get straight to the reason I came here in the first place.”

      My brows furrowed. Then my expression fell. “Oh hell,” I whispered, clutching my stomach when I felt dread pooling. “Are you okay? You’re not sick, are you? Is it terminal?”

      The air got caught in my lungs, and I immediately thought of how Vaughn had lost Duke. I wasn’t as close to Luke as Vaughn had been to his brother, but I didn’t even want to go through a fraction of what he’d suffered. Luke was part of the family unit. We couldn’t lose him.

      “What?” He blinked once and immediately shook his head. “No. I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong at all.”

      Relief and irritation flooded my veins in tandem. “Then why do you look like you’re going to pass out on my living room carpet at any moment?” I demanded.

      It was just like Luke to give me a scare. Asshole. If I didn’t love the idiot so much, I’d strangle him right now.

      “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, rolling his eyes and sighing dramatically as if I was being the unreasonable one. “I’m not sick. I just…” He huffed out another frustrated breath, sent me a short glower, and then yanked a box from his pocket. “You’re such a pain in the ass. I’m trying to propose here, not announce that I’m dying.”

      I blinked and widened my eyes at the small velvet box as he cracked it open and then twisted it around to show me the immaculate diamond inside, nestled in a white gold band.

      Before I could fully process the shock racing through my veins, he knelt on one knee before me and more calmly said, “Lucy Olivia Gamble, will you marry me?”
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      “Wha…?”

      My mouth fell open as I gaped at the ring’s stunning, yet simple beauty. But, wow, who knew Luke had such good taste? I think that rendered me speechless more than anything.

      Behind me, the doorbell rang. I jumped and stopped gaping at Luke to glance toward the front door. Then I turned back to the man still kneeling in front of me.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “I… I gotta get the door.” Bumbling backward away from him, I belatedly added, “Put that thing away.” Then I whirled around and flung the door open, hoping to find something—anyone—who’d be willing to save me from this horrifying déjà vu. Except the visitor I found on my doorstep only made the moment worse.

      “Vaughn,” I said in a high voice, feeling my face heat because why-oh-why did he have to be the one to witness me going through this?

      Twice.

      Karma hated me; that had to be it.

      “Hey,” he started, looking a bit nervous himself. “I hope it’s okay to drop by so late. But I just got off work and…” His words trailed off when he glanced past me and got a look at the company I was already keeping. Instantly, his mouth dropped open, and his eyes widened. “Seriously?” he asked, veering an incredulous yet slightly amused lifting of the eyebrows back to me. “Again?”

      “Don’t even start with me,” I muttered. Casting another glance toward Luke, I cried, “For the love of God, stand up already. And put the damn ring away. Are you crazy? We are not getting married.”

      “Why not?” he asked, sounding offended as he pushed to his feet and shoved the box out of sight. “Is it because you don’t think you could sleep with me because that would be pretty insulting. I mean, I know I could get it up for you if I had to.”

      “Wow,” I said, blinking at him. “Just…” I had to turn toward Vaughn to see if he’d heard what I’d heard because I was almost positive I had to have heard that wrong. But when Vaughn pressed his lips together and made this face like he was seriously trying to hold in a laugh, I whispered another, “Wow.”

      “At least this one brought a ring,” Vaughn offered, really working to keep a straight face.

      “Hell yes, I brought a ring,” Luke muttered as if offended before he pointed. “Who the fuck is this guy, anyway? And why did he say this one as if I’m not the first person to pro—” His own inhalation of shock cut him off before he stepped closer to get into my face. “Are you saying someone else has already—” Face darkening with rage, he rocked a step back in realization, “Son of a bitch! It was Trick, wasn’t it? He proposed, too? That slimy little—And he beat me here? Oh, of course, he did. He just has to beat me at everything, doesn’t he? Asshole.”

      As he cursed some more and turned in an outraged circle, running his hands through his hair, I shared a glance with Vaughn, and we both cringed before he finally stepped inside and shut the door behind him.

      “He didn’t bring her a ring the way you did, though, if that makes you feel any better,” Vaughn assured, making Luke zip a confused frown his way.

      “But he did bring me a Frosty and french fries,” I piped up, lifting my brows severely. “Which I appreciated so much more.”

      “Who cares what he brought you,” Luke cried. “Just tell me you didn’t accept his proposal.”

      “What? No!” I wrinkled my nose. “Are you crazy? Of course, I didn’t tell Trick yes.”

      “Oh… Whew.” Luke blew out a relieved breath and fisted a hand, only to return his attention to me hopefully. “So I still have a chance here?”

      “As if.” I smacked his arm and scowled. “I’m not marrying either of you, ya doofus. Do you honestly think I’m so weak and pathetic that I’ll grasp on to any proposal someone makes to me out of obligatory friendship because they don’t think I can take care of myself?”

      Luke winced guiltily before saying, “It’s not because I don’t think you can take care of yourself.”

      “Oh, so it’s because you’ve been secretly in love with me your whole life? Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      His wince deepened before he pulled out the begging voice. “Come on, Luce. You’re a new mother. This is a big fucking responsibility.”

      When he glanced toward Vaughn as if seeking support, Vaughn actually nodded, agreeing with him.

      My temper flared. And Vaughn saw it the moment he glanced my way because he immediately stopped nodding, his eyes widened, and he eased a step back.

      Exhaling harshly, I returned my attention to Luke. “I know that,” I seethed. “And I don’t need another one heaped onto my plate by adding you to the list.”

      “Okay, now that was just mean,” Luke groused. “I am standing here, willing to give up my entire freedom as a very happy bachelor because you’re that important to me. How about you not insult me while I’m at it?”

      Realizing he made a valid point, I paused to collect myself before blowing out a breath and nodding. “You’re right. I’m sorry. And I do appreciate your willingness to sacrifice so much just for me, but it’s not necessary. I’ve got this. I’m handling everything alone just fine. I’m good.”

      “But you don’t have to handle it alone. That’s my point.”

      Oh geez. He wasn’t accepting my rejection like I needed him to. I inadvertently made eye contact with Vaughn, who shrugged. “This one’s being a lot more persistent than the last guy,” he agreed.

      Luke spun to glare at him. “Who are you again?”

      “Hey, relax,” I ordered. “This is just Vaughn. He’s Duke’s brother.”

      Luke shook his head and lifted his hands, letting me know the name Duke meant nothing to him, so I sighed and repeated, “Duke…” before reminding him, “Ava Grace’s father.”

      “Aah…that guy.” Luke glanced toward Vaughn. “So you’re the uncle, then. Why didn’t someone just say that? Damn.” He rolled his eyes and blew out a breath before tipping up his chin in greeting. “Nice to meet you. I’m Luke. Known Lucy her whole fucking life.” Then he motioned between me and himself as he lifted his eyebrows with meaning. “Now, could you give us a minute here?”

      “No,” I argued. “He doesn’t have to give us a minute because our conversation is over. There’s nothing to discuss. I’m not marrying you. End of story. Your bachelorhood is safe.”

      “Come on, Luce,” Luke argued, making a face. “Don’t make me feed you some sob story to get you to say yes.”

      I furrowed my brow in absolute confusion. “Why in the world do you think a sob story would make me change my mind?”

      Luke only snorted. “Really? Miss Bleeding Heart Queen of the Universe? You have no idea, huh?” He laughed outright then and jabbed his elbow in Vaughn’s direction as if to share an inside joke with him, except Vaughn looked as lost by the sentiment as I felt.

      So I said, “No. Why don’t you just explain it to us?”

      “Alright, fine.” He lifted his hands as if to free himself of all culpability. “If you want to go there, by all means, let’s go there. Should we start with the sympathy fuck you gave this dude’s brother?”

      My mouth dropped open at his gall. But why in God’s name would he ever bring that up in front of Vaughn?

      “Easy there,” Vaughn hissed in a warning tone as I felt all the color drain from my face.

      But Luke ignored him, smirking triumphantly and rubbing his hands together. “Or should we start back when you were in middle school?”

      Shaking my head, I said, “I have no idea what you’re even talking about.”

      “Brett Stimmy,” he taunted as if that name should mean something to me.

      I lifted one eyebrow. “Who?”

      Luke rolled his hand trying to coax my memory to work faster. “His grandma died, and you felt so bad for him, you gave him your first kiss.”

      “Oh my God.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead vigorously. Then I dropped my hand to glare. “That was Braxton Stone, you idiot. And how did you even know about that?”

      “Your brother’s got a big mouth,” he explained on a shrug. “And then there was Travis Ackerman.” With a smirk, he taunted, “I got that name right, didn’t I?”

      “No,” I whimpered, fully aware of where he was going to go with this one. “Stop,” I pleaded. “Please.”

      But there was no stopping Luke once he had a point to prove. “Now… As I recall, you actually wanted to break up with the Ackerman douche. But then he broke his leg—”

      “Lucian,” I warned.

      He pointed. “Nope. Only my momma or wife is allowed to call me that. So you better tell me yes before saying it again. Got it?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. He was beyond reasoning with; I could already sense it. “You’re such an ass,” I whispered.

      “And you gave some dip shit you wanted to dump your virginity just because he got hurt and couldn’t play football anymore.”

      “He lost his scholarship to college,” I snapped. “It was his entire future. He was devastated.”

      “Oh. Well, in that case, you were basically forced to spread your—”

      “Alright, that’s enough.” Vaughn’s voice was low but it was impressively hard as he stepped toward Luke and lifted his eyebrows. “You should stop now.”

      “But I’m just getting started,” Luke retorted with a laugh. “Because I seriously don’t think she’s ever been with any guy just because she was actually attracted to him and simply wanted to be with him.” Glancing at me, he added, “Certainly not that depressed, overweight dweeb in college who—”

      Vaughn grabbed the front of his shirt and pushed Luke back against the wall before he lowered his voice even more and said, “Shut up. Now.”

      “Dude!” Luke cried in surprise and lifted his hands. “What the hell?”

      It took me a second to pick my jaw up off the floor, but when I finally got over the shock of seeing Vaughn get violent, I surged forward to grip his arm. “Hey, hey. It’s fine. Luke’s a jerk, but he’s harmless. You don’t have to—”

      “Yes, I do,” Vaughn snapped back firmly even as he removed his hand from Luke’s chest and stepped back. Then, he dropped his glare so he could turn his head and tell me, “He shouldn’t be allowed to talk to you that way.”

      I shrugged helplessly. “I know. He’s an ass, but he’s like family, and I’m pretty sure that somewhere in there, he means well.”

      Eyebrows rising in disbelief at my lame excuse, Vaughn swerved his skeptical glance Luke’s way, who lifted his hands, promising, “I do! I’m just trying to help a buddy out here.”

      “Well, you failed,” Vaughn informed him.

      Sputtering a dry laugh, Luke answered, “Yeah. I figured that out.”

      “You owe her an apology.”

      Luke blinked once, but when he glanced dolefully my way, a cry came from down the hall, interrupting our tense moment before I could tell him I didn’t need an apology.

      Vaughn looked down the hall as if he wanted to check on Ava, so I touched his arm, causing him to jump in surprise. He glanced at my hand first, then slid his attention up to my face.

      The way his eyes probed mine had my stomach tightening. I caught my breath, then cleared my throat and removed my hand, saying, “Why don’t you go get Ava, and I’ll take care of Luke, okay?”

      He nodded immediately but then glanced suspiciously toward Luke, who hurried to say, “I’ll behave, I swear. An apology is coming.”

      “Good.” Vaughn studied him a moment longer before giving a reluctant nod. Then he murmured, “I’m sorry for shoving you.”

      Luke shrugged. “Eh. I deserved it.”

      That finally got Vaughn’s shoulders to relax. With a single nod, he turned away and hurried down the hall.

      Luke whistled after him. “Damn…” he murmured before turning to me with raised eyebrows. “Did you just see how protective he got over you?”

      “Gee, I think I missed it,” I muttered sarcastically.

      Luke snorted and motioned over his shoulder. “You know, if you hadn’t boinked his brother, that’s the guy you should be marrying.”

      I slugged him in the arm. “Shut up.”

      He grinned. “You’re right. You should marry him, anyway.”

      “Oh my God. Don’t make me strangle you,” I warned.

      “Right.” He promptly cleared his throat. “I was supposed to be behaving, wasn’t I? And apologizing.”

      “Lord, please don’t apologize,” I groaned. “I’ve heard your apologies, and they’re usually worse than the initial insult.”

      “Hey, whatever.” He chuckled as he nudged my shoulder, only half-insulted. “I can give a damn good apology if I put my mind to it.”

      Gripping his bicep companionably, I sighed through a grin and said, “If you say so.”

      Luke wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in close for a side hug. Then he kissed my hair and asked, “You sure about turning down my proposal?”

      I grinned and leaned my head against his shoulder. “Positive.”

      He exhaled in relief. “Good. I wasn’t looking to get married any time soon.”

      I laughed and shook my head because that wasn’t exactly a surprise. Then I glanced up at him and furrowed my brow because I just had to know, “Where the hell did you get that ring, anyway?” It was stunning.

      He frowned back. “What makes you think I didn’t just go out and buy it for you?”

      I snorted and sent him a get-real tap to the ribs with my elbow. “Seriously?”

      He sighed and let his shoulders slump, then admitted, “It’s the ring JB got for Sonya.”

      “Eww…” Cringing, I backed away from him and lifted both hands. I adored his brother, JB. But the first woman JB had been engaged to had not been my favorite person on the planet. At all.

      Sonya had once told me I needed to cut down on the donuts because my hips were getting too big. I hadn’t been a fan since. So yeah, I was much happier when JB had ended up with my first cousin Teagan instead.

      “And you thought I’d want that thing on my finger after it touched that foul skank?” I demanded of JB’s brother in outrage. “Please tell me you at least sterilized it first.”

      “Sure.” Luke grinned. “I gave it the Luke-special spit bath.”

      “Nice,” I said dryly as I heard footsteps in the hall.

      And just like that, Luke was forgotten. My body prepared itself for the arrival of Vaughn.

      Didn’t matter that I’d just seen him literally a minute ago, this thrilling flutter washed over me and I turned, bracing for that initial hit of dopamine overdose I got every time I saw him.
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      I didn’t exactly relish the idea of returning to Lucy’s living room after I’d just body-slammed the newest guy to propose to her.

      You’d think that kind of behavior was jealous rage manifesting itself, which—you know—was just not true at all. It was no business of mine what she did in her personal life.

      But I knew exactly how it looked, and from the mortification pouring through my veins, I think I would’ve been happy to just fall through a hole that opened up in the floor and swallowed me whole.

      Except Ava was starving. As soon as I picked her up, she turned her face toward my chest and tried to eat my shirt. And when she didn’t find any ready milk available, she began to fuss.

      “Come on, kiddo,” I urged, spotting a pacifier and plugging that into her mouth. “Can’t you wait until your mom at least gets rid of this guy before deciding you’re hungry?”

      In answer, she spit out the pacifier and turned her face toward my chest again.

      I sighed. “Well, I can’t say I blame you. That would be my preference too.” But right now was not the time to think about burying my face between Lucy’s breasts.

      Clearing my throat, I looked down at Ava, who was currently screwing up her features into the beginnings of a major temper tantrum, so I gave her my knuckle to gnaw on for a minute, and I carried her from the room.

      By the time I made it to the front of the house, I was sweating under the collar, not ready to face Lucy—or Luke—again.

      She must think I was a total maniac right about now.

      But then I stepped into the living room, met her gaze across the carpet, and I felt the impact of her stare down the entire length of my cock.

      Slowing to a stop, I swallowed and tried to get my body back under control. I think I stared for too long, though, because Luke cleared his throat and bobbed his chin my way, saying, “So that’s the kid, huh?”

      “This is Ava,” Lucy affirmed, nearing my side and gripping the side of my forearm as she smiled down at her daughter. Her scent wafted up my nasal ducts, and her fingers on my flesh caused this crazy stir of need to wash through me. My nostrils flared, inhaling as much of the aroma as I could get.

      But damn, I really should learn how to control this constant craving I always felt around her.

      “You want to hold her?” Lucy asked.

      “Naw,” Luke answered and lifted his hands as he took a step toward the exit. “I’m not much of a baby holder. But congrats anyway, Luce. I think I’m just going to get out of your guys’ hair now.”

      He shared a meaningful look with her as if they were sharing an inside joke, and I had to ignore the jealousy that swirled through my gut as she let go of my arm to follow him toward the exit.

      The nagging envy must’ve lingered, though, because the moment she shut the door behind him, I couldn’t keep from sneering, “Stellar stepfather he would’ve made; he couldn’t even bother to cross the room and look at her.”

      Lucy sighed and dropped her hands from the doorknob before she slowly turned to face me. And the expression I saw in her eyes made my stomach drop with dread. She didn’t look pissed, exactly, but she certainly didn’t appear to be pleased either.

      I swallowed, just knowing she was going to bitch me out for my behavior.

      But then she finally answered, “He just thought he was doing what was right,” and I felt sufficiently chastised. It wasn’t my place to judge or criticize her choice in…friends.

      A second later, she cracked a smile. “But no, Luke’s not who I automatically think up whenever I picture the model father.”

      I lowered my face and took in Ava’s expression as she worked on my knuckles, trying to glean some sustenance from it. “I overstepped,” I said. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Pushed him against the wall?” Lucy guessed, breaking into my apology with raised eyebrows.

      With an uncomfortable clearing of the throat, I mumbled, “Yeah. That.”

      “Yeah,” she repeated softly, strolling closer. “That was a bit...extreme. And even though I didn’t need you to stand up for me, I did appreciate the sentiment behind it, especially since it got him to shut up. So, thank you.”

      My breath caught as she smiled and looked up at me with those blue, blue eyes of hers. I swear, I could get lost in those eyes. They were just so—

      Ava let out an angry yowl between us.

      “Oh!” I looked down and promptly handed her off to her mother. “She’s starving, so you should probably…”

      Yeah, and now I was thinking of Lucy’s breasts again.

      “Right,” Lucy said. “I’ll just be back in a bit. Make yourself at home.”

      I nodded as she took the baby down the hall and disappeared into the nursery. Then, I blew out a breath, calming myself. Why I always reacted to her so strongly, I wasn’t sure, but I was going to fix it. I had to. Or I’d probably go mad within the month.

      I paced for a minute, hands on my hips, and once I felt good again, ready to face her when she returned, I took in the front room, where my cleaning instincts took over.

      All used and empty cups were returned to the kitchen, where I cleaned them along with the leftover pots and pans I hadn’t gotten to the day before. Then I straightened pillows, picked up discarded baby clothes, and put all the items strewn from the diaper bag back into its pack. I was refolding a throw blanket and draping it over the back of the couch when I saw movement outside the front window.

      A man with dark hair was carrying a stack of plastic food containers up Lucy’s front walk.

      Dammit. Again?

      Already knowing she would ask me to answer the bell for her, I made my way to the door and opened it just as the stranger stepped onto her front porch.

      “Whoa, hey,” he said in surprise, skidding to a stop in front of me. “I was not expecting the door to open before I could even ring the bell.”

      “Sorry; I saw you through the window,” I answered shortly before adding, “but if you’re here to propose marriage, I’ll just tell you now: french fries, Frosties, and rings haven’t made an impact on Lucy yet.”

      The man laughed. “Well, thank God I’m already married, then. I’ve never been good with rejection.” Then he furrowed his brow. “Just how many times have you asked her?”

      I blinked in shock over the question, then blustered, “Not me. It was two other guys who asked. One yesterday, and then another this evening.”

      “Aah…” The newcomer nodded in understanding. “Let me guess; it had to be...Trick and Luke, right?”

      “Impressive,” I congratulated, stepping aside to let him in. “You must be another family...ish member. Lucy’s in the back, feeding Ava right now.”

      Instead of stepping forward, however, the man pulled back a step. “Oh, I don’t need to come in and bother anyone. I already saw the baby at the hospital. I’ve just been instructed to drop these off. I’m Gray, by the way, who’s, yes, definitely a family-ish member of Lucy’s. And you must be the uncle.”

      An amused sound left my lips. If people kept calling me that, I was going to have to legally change my name. “Vaughn,” I greeted.

      “Nice to meet you.” Gray lifted the containers higher, bringing attention to them. “Could you tell Luce the top container is for her from Reese? And then the bottom one is for...you.”

      “Me?” I blinked in surprise and fumbled to take the pile of food as Gray extended it.

      “Yep.” Gray dusted his palms off on each other as if glad to be rid of his load. “My mom wants you to know she’s sorry about your brother and hopes you’re doing okay.”

      “Uh…” I looked down at the containers, not sure what to say. “Thank you?” I finally answered, wondering who the hell Reese was.

      “And…” Gray went on, sliding a plastic sack from his wrist that I hadn’t noticed had been hanging there until that moment. “The cookies are for both you and Lucy. From Yellow.” Then he grinned proudly and pointed at himself. “That’s my wife.”

      When he plopped the bag on top of the containers in my arms, I looked up at him, wondering, “How did all these people know I was going to be here?”

      And why were they bringing me food?

      “Oh, they didn’t know-know,” Gray assured with a good-natured grin. “But as much time as you’ve been spending over here lately, they figured you’d make your way back sooner rather than later. My sister, Bella, will probably be by later with something too. When she saw Yellow taking the cookies out of the oven, this competitive gleam entered her eyes. And I know Eva’s planning a stew. So I’d expect plenty more sympathy food if I were you.”

      I shook my head, baffled by the outpouring. “You guys don’t have to bother with me, you know. It’s been over seven months since…” Unable to say the actual words, I cleared my throat and lamely settled with, “Since Duke.”

      “But no one knew who you were seven months ago,” Gray explained, companionably slapping me on the side of the arm. “But now that you’re Ava Grace’s uncle and making yourself useful around here, you’re officially part of the family. Welcome aboard. Expect lots more interfering, overly helpful, and extremely nosy involvement ahead.”

      “Uh...” I shook my head, utterly confused. “What?”

      The man in front of me merely chuckled in that oh-you’ll-learn kind of knowing way. It made me nervous, frankly. Then he pointed as he backed down the steps. “Remember: Gray came with food from Reese and Yellow. Top container for Lucy, bottom for you—unless you two want to switch—and the cookies are for both of you. Got it?”

      No. I didn’t get shit.

      None of this made sense. I shouldn’t be slotted into Lucy’s big, conglomerate of a family unit just because of my relationship to Ava. That didn’t seem...right.

      But I blinked at Gray and slowly said, “Got it.”

      He grinned back and threw me two thumbs-up. “Great. And trust me; you want to get in on as many of those cookies as you can before Lucy sees them. We didn’t call her the cookie monster when we were kids for nothing. See you around, man.”

      Then he turned away and jogged back to his car.

      I was still shaking my head over the bizarre encounter as I shut the door when Lucy spoke from behind me.

      “Did I hear voices?” I turned with my arms still loaded, and she slowed to a stop, giving me the most perplexed look. “What…?”

      “Gray just stopped by to drop off food from Reese and…Yellow?” I reported, still not knowing who any of those people were, but hoping I at least had the names right.

      I glanced down at the load in my arms and furrowed my brow, adding, “He said it was for both of us.”

      Lucy straightened in surprise. “Gracen was here?”

      I squinted. “Is Gray short for Gracen?”

      She smiled. “Yeah, but...” Gaze moving to the food, she shook her head in confusion before her eyes widened. “Oh, I probably should’ve warned you; you’re on the family radar now.”

      “I’m...what?”

      “Yeah.” Her face flushed a guilty pink. “When Pick and Eva met you, he made some comment about you still struggling with your grief or something like that.”

      “I’m not—” I shook my head insistently, and alarm seized my limbs as my body went into defensive mode, naturally assuming there was danger.

      But I wasn’t struggling. Just because I’d bawled at the hospital over Ava once and still couldn’t clean out Duke’s room didn’t mean I had problems. I was good. I hadn’t had a single suicidal thought at all since that one near attempt.

      I was handling it. Everything was fine. And if something started to hurt, I could still tuck it away out of sight, out of mind, with no issues.

      “You’ll probably see more offerings where that came from,” Lucy was telling me, motioning her head to the food.

      I swallowed and mentally told myself to calm down. I was not under attack; everything was fine.

      Then I managed to nod as I agreed, “That’s what Gray said.”

      “Smart man.” She repositioned Ava in her arms and waved for me to follow as she started into the kitchen. “Well, let’s crack these bad boys open and see what they got for us. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      “Uh, okay.” I carried the food into the kitchen and set the containers on the table where Lucy motioned me to.

      “Please, God, let these be Yellow’s snickerdoodle cookies,” she murmured as she reached out with one hand to peek inside the bag. “Yes!” Her fingers disappeared inside, only to emerge a second later, clutching two cookies. “Mmm.”

      She sank her teeth into one and closed her eyes, enjoying the taste. The moment reminded me of the first time I’d seen her on the picnic table, eating a sandwich, and my throat went dry.

      If Duke had never seen me look over at her that day, we wouldn’t be here right now. Her daughter wouldn’t exist, her life wouldn’t be completely flipped on its head, and she and I never would’ve met at all.

      I wondered what she’d think if she knew that, or if it’d make any difference to her at all. This strange urge to tell her rushed over me, only to vanish again when she opened her eyes and lifted her half-eaten cookie, saying, “You need to try these. Yellow is a master with snickerdoodles.”

      Ava mewled from the one arm Lucy was holding her with, and when Lucy glanced down to check on her, she laughed. “Oh crap. Sorry, baby.” Using the back of the hand she was holding her cookie with, she brushed her daughter’s face free as she told me, “I got crumbs on her.”

      “Whoops.” I managed a smile, captivated by the picture they made together.

      Lucy seemed just as delighted and content as she’d been that first day I’d seen her, so I found myself shifting forward to get closer, unable to stay away.
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      As Lucy continued to groom Ava, only managing to get more crumbs on her in the process, I slid my hand into the cookie bag and pulled out my own snickerdoodle.

      When Lucy noticed, she lifted her brows and awaited my feedback. I nodded, holding up a finger as I chewed. Once I swallowed, I licked my tongue over my bottom lip, then used my thumb to wipe crumbs free from the top, and finally, I gave her a single glance before solemnly declaring, “Those are pretty damn good.”

      Lucy laughed. “Right?” She motioned toward the two other containers. “How about you break those open and see what else we got?” Then she stuffed the last of her cookie into her mouth and leaned forward to get a better view.

      Wanting to keep her happy because her joy did something to me on an elemental level, I opened both lids to reveal that one contained lasagna while the other housed what appeared to be a homemade chicken pot pie.

      “Ooh, we should share and take a little of each.” She glanced up, looking for my response, only for her eyes to widen with worry. “That is…unless you’d rather not.”

      No way did I want to do anything that pulled her from the current mood she was in, so I sent her a small, baffled shrug and answered, “Your plan sounds fine with me.”

      Her smile blossomed. “Oh, good. There are a couple of plates in that cabinet up there and silverware in the end drawer there.” As she motioned with her head, she sat in the chair at the end of the table and secured Ava more firmly in her arms.

      And I guess that was her way of inviting me to eat supper with her.

      Thrilled to accept, I fetched the plates and a couple of forks, asking, “How big of a portion do you want?” as I returned to the table.

      “I don’t know. As hungry as I am, I could probably eat a whole pan by myself. But, uh, how about to here with the lasagna and here with the pot pie?”

      I watched her draw an invisible line over each meal, and then I nodded, murmuring, “You got it,” before I cut into them with one of the forks.

      After finding a roll of paper towels and covering the meal, I set her dish in the microwave to begin the heating process.

      “Did you want anything to drink?” I asked after the warming was underway.

      “Hmm?” Lucy glanced up distractedly from where she’d been smiling at Ava and tracing her finger around the small, cherubic face. “Oh. Um, just water, please. Thanks. The cups are…” Voice trailing off, she frowned around the kitchen before murmuring, “Hey. You cleaned.” Returning her attention to me with raised eyebrows, she added, “Again.”

      The look felt like a condemnation, so I cringed. “Sorry, I... I just didn’t have anything else to do while I was waiting for you to...” I motioned toward her breasts, which felt stupid as soon as I did so. And my face immediately went warm.

      A small sigh escaped her before she guessed, “You’re a neat freak, aren’t you?”

      That still didn’t sound like it was a good thing from the way she said it, so I quietly answered, “No.”

      Lucy sniffed and rolled her eyes. “Liar,” she charged with a grin before adding, “Seriously, Vaughn. You do know you don’t have to bring gifts or clean or do anything helpful whenever you come to see Ava, right? You can just...come see her.”

      “I know,” I murmured since I knew that was what she wanted to hear, even though it still felt wrong to just drop by without doing something.

      The microwave beeped, so I went to check the temperature of her food. Since it seemed cold, I nuked it longer.

      “If you keep being so freaking helpful,” Lucy insisted from behind me. “I’m probably going to end up accidentally taking advantage of your kind, giving nature.”

      I found a cup in the cabinet for her water and pulled it down, shrugging. “You might as well. That’s why I’m here.”

      Lucy said nothing until I carried her drink to the table and set it in front of her. Looking up at me, her blue eyes were big with worry. “I don’t want to get too dependent on you. On anyone, honestly. You have a life you’re going to have to eventually return to, you know.”

      I made a face and answered, “Not really. My life was taking care of Duke, and I failed at that, so…”

      Her eyes flared. “You didn’t fail.”

      The microwave beeped again. I left her there and hurried to check the temperature once more. It seemed sufficiently warm now, so I carried it to the table with some nearby potholders, and I set the plate on the table before her.

      I’m not sure how it was possible, but I swear her stare looked even more concerned than before, so I cleared my throat and forced out a hard smile. “The least I can do for him now is make sure his daughter gets whatever she needs, which by extension, includes you.”

      She sighed sadly and glanced down at Ava before looking up again. “You didn’t fail him, you know. Duke… He…” After blowing out a long breath, she started again. “I always used to wonder how he could be so cavalier about his condition. He goofed off constantly, never took anything seriously, and just did whatever he felt like doing. It boggled my mind how he could be so unconcerned when there had to be tons that he could’ve been worried about. But now I know why. You’re the one who took care of all that for him, didn’t you? You shouldered the heavy load so he could be exactly the way he wanted to be. And he was, you know. He was able to live exactly how he wanted to live...thanks to you.” Shaking her head, she sent me an affectionate smile. “I would never call that a failure.”

      Heaving out a weighted breath, I slumped into a chair on the side of the table and wondered if she was right. Had I been able to help Duke in that way, at least?

      I hoped so.

      “You did your job,” Lucy affirmed softly. “And Ava’s doing okay. So I think you can focus on yourself now. Alright?”

      I didn’t answer that one. I couldn’t. I didn’t even know how to respond.

      Instead, I focused on the meal her family had brought us. Then I prepared my own plate and took it to the microwave to heat.

      As I leaned against the counter, waiting, Lucy’s silverware clinked from the table as she scooped up her first bite.

      “You dropped out of college to take care of him, didn’t you?” she finally asked, waving her fork in my direction. “What area were you studying then?”

      “Finance,” I said as I watched her take another bite. “Math’s always been one of the easier subjects for me.”

      Lucy nodded and chewed before she followed up with, “You ever think of going back and trying to get that degree now that—”

      When she paused, and her face went blank, I prodded, “Now that what? Now that I’m free? Now that I’m no longer tied down with taking care of my dying brother?” With a snort, I glanced away. “I think I’d rather have him back. I’d give up all my fucking freedom just to—”

      Realizing my emotions were too close to the surface, I squeezed my eyes shut and bowed my head. “Sorry. I—”

      “No, no, it’s fine,” Lucy quickly assured. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to… God, Vaughn. I’m so sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize.” With a sigh, I pulled myself back together and looked up. Lucy’s gaze was open with worry. The microwave beeped behind me, but I ignored it.

      “There have been so many times over the years that I’ve wanted to do something and couldn’t because I had to think about Duke first. And now, suddenly my schedule is completely open, and all that shit I wanted before suddenly just seems so wrong. And selfish.” Hissing out a breath, I shook my head miserably. “Sometimes, I can’t help but wonder if I wished this to happen by wanting a bit more freedom, and it makes me panic.” I glanced at her for help. “I mean, what if I—”

      “No,” Lucy cut in, her voice stern. “You absolutely did not cause this.”

      “But—”

      “Listen,” she insisted. “I’ve only been taking care of Ava for a week now, and I’m constantly wanting a break from it all. Just five minutes here or there, where I don’t have to worry about…everything. But that in no way means I want to be free of her permanently, does it?”

      I shook my head, realizing that made sense, but it felt so different when I attributed the same feelings to myself.

      “It still seems impossible to think about myself anymore and not feel guilty,” I admitted.

      Lucy nodded and sent me a bolstering smile. “I get that,” she said. “But I doubt it’ll last forever. You’ll find that place someday; I’m sure of it.”

      “We’ll see,” was all I could answer, but she’d instilled a hope in me that was warm and strong and seemed to dig roots into my soul.

      And I couldn’t help but think that someday, all this might be better after all.

      “I’m sorry if I was being insensitive just now,” Lucy spoke up suddenly, making me lift my face in surprise.

      “You weren’t. It’s fine.”

      She heaved out a breath and sent me an apologetic look, anyway. “I just wish I knew the right thing to say. I’ve never lost someone so close to me. I have no idea what this is like for you.”

      I felt myself smile in amusement before confessing, “I don’t know how it’s really supposed to be either, to be honest. They don’t exactly give us a script to follow, and I’m sure it’s different for everyone.”

      “Yeah,” she murmured. “You’re probably right.”

      She still looked concerned, though, so I kept talking.

      “I just know that sometimes a whole day can feel like shit, and other times, I can be completely fine and start to think I have this mourning business licked, and I’m finally getting over it, only to experience twenty different extreme emotions the next day. It just seems to come and go in waves, you know, all of them with their own unique trajectory and intensity. And you either gotta learn how to ride each one out, or you’ll drown.” Exhaling a heavy sigh, I admitted, “I’ll always miss him, so I doubt a part of me will ever stop mourning his loss. Just like with my parents. It’s the figuring out how to manage my way through the mourning that’s the tricky part.”

      Lucy reached over and silently covered my hand with hers. I lifted my gaze, but she didn’t say anything, just sent me a bolstering smile. And that seemed to reach me more than any words she could have spoken.

      Overcome by the impact of her support, I dropped my gaze to the baby in her arms.

      Ava had fallen asleep during our conversation. I smiled, realizing the kid had it right. This woman was definitely a safe haven, a place to store your trust, along with your most intimate feelings. To me, she was like a cool drink in the desert.

      Turning my hand over to press my palm to hers, I interlaced our fingers and squeezed gently. “Thank you,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Things seemed to get easier after that night.

      I even started to learn how to deal with the punch of attraction I always felt in Lucy’s presence. I mean, sure, there was the occasional, unexpected flare-up when I would accidentally brush up against her as we passed Ava between us or when she’d move or stretch a certain way. Sometimes, she could look so fucking beautiful it took my breath away. But mostly, I was able to ignore the constant heat that brewed just under the flesh whenever I was around her. And if I had a dream about her that ran just a little too provocative, I simply took care of it in the shower the next morning and went about my day.

      Aside from all that, we found a comfortable rhythm between us. I eventually stopped visiting so often like some overzealous creeper, and I learned to simply text each morning for my “uncle” check-ins, though I still stopped by at least twice—okay, three times—a week.

      Her family plagued us with delicious food for a solid two weeks at first, then it began to taper off in week three. And I typically ate all those meals with Lucy. Afterward, I would nap on the couch or daybed in Ava’s nursery with my niece securely tucked against me while Lucy got a few chores done around the house that had been piling up.

      Ava’s naptime was always precious to me. I was falling more and more in love with my niece every time I saw her. But watching her grow and learn new things was such a miracle, even if it was just the ability to lift her wobbly heavy head all by herself or latch on to something and draw it to her mouth. If she hadn’t done something before and suddenly could, I considered her a genius.

      Lucy was good at keeping me up-to-date with every new accomplishment I missed too. We worked well together, I thought. And I felt good about where we were.

      This was going to work out just fine.
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      This wasn’t going to work.

      Seven weeks after Ava was born, my maternity leave was dwindling down to its final stage. In another few weeks, I was going to have to leave her and return to work, and I was dreading it.

      Mom had retired early in order to be Ava’s full-time caretaker, so it wouldn’t be like I would be leaving my child with a stranger. I knew exactly how lucky I was in that regard, but it still made this maternal spot inside me ache with misery to know I would have to give up eight hours of each day to be away from her.

      I wanted to be able to raise my daughter by myself. But, since I had to be both of her parents, and someone in this household needed to bring the money in, I’d been preparing my return to work by finally pumping my breasts and feeding Ava from a bottle.

      Sadly, Ava was not a fan of the bottle. It made her incredibly irritable, in fact.

      Especially at night before bedtime.

      I swear, it was taking me longer and longer to get her down each evening. I had struggled with her for an hour last night alone to get her to sleep, and she had cried so hard that I’d had a mini-breakdown myself.

      I couldn’t figure out what I was doing wrong, but nothing I tried seemed to make her feel better. I just knew I was going to lose my mind if I had to go through much more of this.

      I’d even temporarily worried that maybe she had lymphoma like Duke had, and after I checked online to learn that, yes, risks for it were slightly increased if a parent or sibling had already gotten it, I asked my pediatrician about the possibility, only for my doctor to end up making me feel like some kind of helicopter parent with hypochondriac issues. And now, I had no idea what the right amount of worry for my child was in order to be deemed normal.

      On top of all that, I received my first hospital bill, plus my mortgage came due, as did the water and electricity bills, and my cell phone. I didn’t have enough to cover everything. So I’d spent a good portion of the day on the phone with the hospital’s billing department, trying to come up with a payment plan that satisfied us both.

      After all that, I was still going to need to ask the parents for a small loan. It was the one thing I’d been hoping to avoid, but once I returned to work and got in some overtime hours, I was sure I could catch back up again. Or I was going to have to take some drastic measures.

      My gaze moved to the mortgage payment I had on my budget list.

      I didn’t want to sell my house. Ava needed a steady, dependable home to grow up in, plus this neighborhood was nice. The school system here was above par. I just loved this place.

      But if we wanted to eat…

      God, adulting sucked ass.

      I looked down at Ava in her bouncer by my knee. She was chewing on the cuff of her sleep n’ play sleeve, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      No matter what happened, it’d be worth it.

      “I’d gladly downgrade my style of living for you,” I told her, as I abandoned the budget and swooped down to pull her into my arms for some serious lovings. “You’re my little bundle of joy.”

      But when I tried to kiss her all over the face, she tried to eat my cheek.

      “Oh, I see how you are,” I teased sternly as I stood and carried her to the refrigerator to get some milk. “Want nothing to do with the bottle but you have no qualms about trying to suck my cheek off, huh?”

      After warming the milk just so, I settled down into the living room chair and started the feeding battle all over again. Ava turned her head away from the plastic nipple, but I chased her mouth, tempting her until she finally gave it a try. She cried at first and spit it out, but eventually, she got hungry enough that she drank deeply.

      By the time she finished her supper, I was drained dry and exhausted, ready to sleep a straight twelve hours through.

      But my daughter had other plans.

      And thus started the new nightly routine of horror.

      My mother had suggested that colic might be the culprit. Aunt Caroline thought she might need to be swaddled tighter while Aunt Julianna claimed her son, Cress, had hated being swaddled.

      I’d gotten suggestions that I should get a white noise machine, or I should let her cry in her crib for a few minutes because she was being too coddled, or maybe I should try holding her more. And I’d tried all of it. But it didn’t matter; once a certain time of night hit, she resisted all forms of soothing, and she stayed good and pissed for no apparent reason at all.

      By the time eight o’clock hit, both of us were running high on emotions. I’d just finished a particularly ugly crying jag, and Ava hadn’t let up on hers for a while now.

      When the doorbell rang, I gnashed my teeth, equal parts wanting to rip the bell from the wall and heave it across the state and flinging the door open so I could throw myself at whoever was on the other side, demanding they save me from this inhumane torture.

      Cradling my wailing child in my arms, I opened the door and scowled out at Vaughn who stood on my doorstep.

      God, he looked good, so fresh and sparkling, like a crisp, new hundred-dollar bill, while I felt like a used and crumpled diaper. I could feel myself falling apart from the inside, and it hit me all wrong that Vaughn could look so gorgeous and put together and…perfect.

      He needed to be as miserable as I was.

      “What?” I growled.

      “Uh…” He blinked, clearly taken aback by my tone. Then he lifted a small shopping bag. “I thought I’d drop by some gas drops; see if they could help with her—”

      Muttering, “Thanks,” I ripped the bag from his hand and began to slam the door in his face.

      “Whoa, hey.” He caught it with his palm and stepped inside behind me as I threw the bag into a side chair. Watching me struggling with trying to soothe Ava, he finally asked, “Want me to hold her for a few minutes?”

      Whirling around, I glared. “Oh, if you’re so sure you’re going to get her to calm down after I’ve already spent nearly an hour trying, then fine. Be my guest.”

      I thrust Ava at him so fast that he had to scramble to catch her. And immediate guilt lacerated my chest. He could’ve dropped her. All because of my sour disposition.

      “God, I’m sorry,” I gushed, pressing the heels of my hands to my forehead as tears immediately flooded my eyes. “I’m just so out of sorts right now.”

      “It’s okay; it’s fine,” he assured, juggling Ava slightly while she continued to scream uncontrollably. “She’s definitely entered the period of purple crying, hasn’t she?”

      Oh, here we go again. Someone else who knew more about what was wrong with my kid than I did.

      Then again, at this point, I was convinced the hamster I’d had as a child who ate all her young must’ve been a better mother than I was.

      “The what?” I muttered, sighing out a sound of defeat as my headache grew in intensity.

      “It’s a phase most babies go through,” he tried to explain over Ava’s screams. “I guess it lasts from about two weeks old to three or four months. But the two-month mark is the worst of it.”

      “Swell,” I groused.

      Typically, I appreciated it whenVaughn shared whatever baby information he’d read, but tonight, I just wasn’t in the mood.

      “So how do we stop it?”

      Vaughn winced. “You don’t. The babies just...grow out of it.”

      “Fuck.” I looked down at my crying daughter. “I’m not going to make it to four months. I’m just...not.”

      I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to be able to handle four more minutes of this.

      “Why don’t you go somewhere where you can’t hear her for a bit?” Vaughn suggested. “You can put yourself back together and then come back when you’re refreshed.”

      Put myself back together?

      Did he just tell me to put myself back together?

      Where did he get off, telling me I was a fucking mess?

      I mean, I totally knew I was an unhinged, emotional wreck but this was so not the moment for anyone else to mention it.

      “Or how about you go somewhere with your judgmental cracks and shove them all where the sun don’t shine,” I growled and stepped forward to rip Ava from his arms, making her scream even louder.

      Alarm filled Vaughn’s eyes. “Jesus, Lucy. I didn’t mean—”

      “This is my child,” I told him, glaring with irrational rage as I pulled her in as if I thought he was going to physically try to wrestle her out of my arms. “Mine. And my one and only job right now is to put her to fucking sleep, so that’s what I’m going to do. Without you.”

      Whirling away, I stormed down the hall until I reached the nursery, where I slammed the door and promptly burst into tears all over again.

      I knew I was one hundred percent in the wrong and that I was eventually going to have to apologize to him. But for now, I just wanted to cry with my child.

      Collapsing into the rocking chair, I cuddled the thrashing, screaming infant to my chest, and I mentally fell apart.

      Fifteen minutes had passed before I realized the room had gone quiet. I looked down into my baby’s face, and instantly panicked when I saw how peaceful and silent she was, her eyes closed and body prone. My fingers trembled as they gently pressed against her lips, and when warm, moist breath greeted my fingers, tears filled my eyes all over again.

      I couldn’t afford to lose my cool like that. My daughter was counting on me to keep it together enough to get her to adulthood, and we weren’t even a full two months into this ride yet.

      Damn. I felt like a failure and the worst sort of person ever as I pushed from the chair and eased toward the crib. My legs shook, and my entire system felt as fragile as a snowflake. Holding my breath, I lowered her into her bed, then froze, watching her face to make sure she didn’t stir.

      When she remained asleep, I released all the oxygen from my lungs and backed toward the doorway.

      Something told me Vaughn was still somewhere in the house. I was beyond grateful that he hadn’t followed me into the nursery, but I wasn’t looking forward to facing him now either. I just didn’t have the energy.

      But I’d been beyond crappy to him when he’d just been trying to help, so I rubbed my aching forehead and escaped the nursery.

      The front room was quiet, but I shuffled that way anyway and immediately noticed he’d straightened cushions and baby things, again, the damn man. When a rustling of paper came from the kitchen, I turned to find him standing at the table with his back to me and his attention focused downward.

      “Vaughn,” I started, expelling a drained sigh and wiping at my face. “I’m sorry I—”

      He turned, holding a familiar sheet in his hand. I slowed to a stop and frowned as he lifted his gaze from my budget figures.

      “Do you need money?” he asked bluntly.

      To me, the question felt too indelicate of him to even broach, and his bold inquiry rubbed me wrong, stirring up embers of the sourness I’d felt only minutes before.

      Hardening my jaw, I marched forward and ripped the sheet from his grip, saying, “My financial matters are none of your concern.”

      “But—”

      “I’m fine,” I stressed from between gritted teeth. “Please drop it.”

      He looked into my angry eyes, and his throat worked as he swallowed. But then he briefly pressed his lips together before saying, “I received some insurance money when Duke died. But maybe that should go to Ava.”

      I hissed out a breath and closed my eyes.

      He wasn’t going to drop it.

      But I would keep calm this time. I wouldn’t lose my cool. I wouldn’t hulk out. Good Lucy.

      “Or maybe you should put it to hospital bills or funeral expenses,” I suggested quietly as I opened my lashes again. Because I was sure he still had some of those.

      Vaughn’s brow furrowed over such an idea, and he shook his head. “No, I have those under control,” he insisted, and then he had the audacity to motion toward the sheet in my hand...again. “But you have half a dozen bills that appear to be overdue.”

      “Really?” I sassed back. “I wasn’t aware.”

      “Lucy—”

      “I’ve got this,” I broke in hotly. “So I repeat, it’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      “You’re raising my niece, so I’m going to worry regardless. And if Duke were alive, he’d owe you child support, you know.”

      “Well, he’s not alive, so—”

      Vaughn stepped closer, his brown gaze imploring. “Then you should let me help.”

      Snorting out a harsh laugh, I shook my head. “Except you’re not Ava’s father, are you?”

      “I…I…” He seemed rattled by that fact. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Well, whatever you meant, the fact remains: you don’t owe us anything.”

      “She’s my blood. I just want to—”

      “Well, I don’t care what you want!” Lifting my hands, I stopped him there. “Look, I am so not in the right frame of mind for this right now. Maybe we should put a pin in this discussion until I’ve had some sleep, or better yet, let’s end it forever right now because I’m not accepting any kind of money from you.”

      “But—”

      “No!” I roared. “You’re not listening to me. We are not your responsibility. Okay? You need to stop this. You’ve already gone above and beyond what any uncle ever has for Ava—”

      “Only because—”

      “Enough!” I stomped my foot against the ground. “I’m not done talking. I already told you; if you keep this up, I’m seriously going to take advantage of your good graces. And I don’t want to do that, so I’m cutting you off as of right now.”

      “You’re not taking advantage if I’m offering.”

      “Yes, I am. And I’m beginning to think you’re not even doing this for Ava anymore, anyway.”

      Because only someone completely unhinged with their own problems would consider arguing with me right now.

      Vaughn pulled back and blinked in shock. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “You’re avoiding yourself, Vaughn,” I told him without an ounce of compassion in my tone.

      But even as I spoke, I knew I should shut up. We’d already had this discussion, and he’d confessed to me why thinking about himself was so hard. But I just kept going, needing to say whatever it took to get him off my back, no matter how much I knew it’d hurt him. And I hated myself for it.

      But I really needed him to leave me alone, so I snapped, “Stop pointing out all my problems to me when you have plenty of your own you can work on.”

      “What!?” he cried incredulously. “I was not pointing out a problem. I’m just trying to help.”

      “And why do you want to help me so much?” I growled, stepping toward him and poking a finger into his chest as I went. “Because you think I can’t take care of myself, right?”

      “No,” he insisted as he backed away from me, his eyes wide with surprise as I kept pursuing until his spine bumped into Sheetrock, where he had nowhere else to go. “That is not at all—”

      “As if,” I snarled. And once I had him literally backed into a wall, I went on the offensive. “You think I’m weak. Well, fuck you. I will figure out my money situation on my own, earning it through my means and not your charity.”

      “Lucy, I—”

      “If you’re so hot and fired to take care of someone, why don’t you focus on yourself for a while. I mean, God. You deserve it more than anyone I know. I bet you spent so much energy taking care of Duke and his needs that you probably don’t even know how to pamper yourself anymore. And that scares the shit out of you, doesn’t it?”

      Wincing, Vaughn turned his face to the side and whispered, “Stop.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I growled, just getting started. Feigning pity, I tipped my head and asked, “I’m prodding at a sensitive issue for you, aren’t I?” Then I sneered, “It sucks, doesn’t it? So get off my fucking back about everything I already know I’m doing wrong.”

      Snarling my anger into his wide brown eyes one more time, I shoved at his chest and then spun away, intending to stalk off to go anywhere that he wasn’t.

      But he caught my elbow and whirled me back to him so hard that I bumped into his chest. Catching my other arm firmly so I couldn’t leave, he held me against him as he hissed into my face, “I have never once thought you did anything wrong, so stop putting words into my mouth.”

      I choked out a hard laugh. “Oh really? What about the morning you caught me leaving your brother’s room?” Lowering my voice, I purposely gave a bad imitation of him as I quoted, “Do you not realize what condition he’s in? How fragile his immune system is? How could you screw my brother, you fucking whore?”

      A puff of shocked air exited his lungs before he cried, “I did not call you a whore.”

      “Well, you were thinking it,” I snapped, trying to struggle free of his hands, only for him to tighten his grip and spin me around before nudging my back against the wall.

      “The fuck if I was!” he boomed. “Don’t pretend to know how my brain works. And the only reason I said any of that other shit was because I was surprised and agitated. I wasn’t—”

      “Oh!” I said with emphasis as if suddenly understanding. “Surprised and agitated, huh? So you must’ve been super agitated a few months later when you bitched me out for not wearing protection with him and getting myself knocked up?”

      “I…I…” Shaking his head, he sucked in a breath and let go of my hands, backing away from me. “I was wrong there,” he admitted, gripping his head and begging me for forgiveness with his eyes. “I don’t have a good excuse for saying that to you. I was in a bad headspace then, and it brought out the ass in me. I’m sorry. I—”

      “No,” I said. The lost, helpless look in his brown eyes broke me. Feeling my chin tremble, I wrapped my arms around myself and sobbed, “You weren’t wrong because it wasn’t anything I hadn’t already asked myself. Why did I agree to sleep with him that night? It wasn’t like I even wanted to. And how in the hell did I completely forget birth control? Who does that?” Folding in on myself, I wiped my wet cheeks and tried to hide my face from him.

      Vaughn tried to touch my shoulder in a comforting gesture. “Lucy…”

      But I smacked his hand away and looked up at him, seething, “What do you even want from me, Vaughn?”

      Blinking in confusion, he shook his head and stuttered, “I-I-I don’t want anything.”

      “Yes, you do,” I insisted. “You keep coming back here almost every day. You text constantly. What’re you trying to gain from all this?”

      “Nothing,” he hissed, furrowing his brow as if offended by the question. “My only living relative on earth is here. Why do you think I keep coming back?”

      “Well, Ava’s asleep,” I sassed. “So why are you still here?”

      “Just what are you trying to get me to say?” he rasped out, lifting his brows and stepping intimidatingly close.

      I lifted my chin and stared back, narrowing my eyes. “I’m trying to get you to admit what it is that you really fucking want.”

      “Well, maybe I don’t know what the fuck I want,” he snarled back.

      “Bullshit,” I accused. “You know what you want. You’re just too afraid to admit it.”

      He paused and slowly lifted his gaze to mine. I blinked, growing a little intimidated by the heated glint in his expression. Not scared-intimidated, just...overwhelmed in an intimate way that made my thighs quiver and breasts tighten.

      When his eyes darkened, I was almost sure he could sense how uncomfortably attracted I was to him because he drew in a breath and glanced down at my lips.

      But I refused to be the one who cowered and backed away from this confrontation, even though I’m fairly positive I’d forgotten what we were even arguing about in the first place. I just knew I somehow had to win.

      “So what do you want, Vaughn?” I taunted, lifting my chin in challenge. “In this very instant, more than anything else on earth, what do you want?”

      Brown eyes lost their focus. Then his nostrils flared as he rasped, “You. I want you.”

      I blinked once, needing a moment to process that. And before my mouth could even drop open in shock, he set a hand against my breastbone and pushed.

      The insistent nudge caught me completely off guard, and I stumbled backward about two steps until my spine bumped against the wall once again.

      I had no time to catch my balance before his lips were on mine, hard and brutal yet so achingly soft that I moaned deep in my throat and wrapped my hand around the back of his neck to keep him right where he was.

      Arching up into the pleasure, I kissed him back, thrusting my tongue deep, which caused him to plunge his hands into my hair and cup my face, tilting my head where he wanted it.

      From there, he completely slayed me, drinking my soul straight from my lungs.

      I’d never experienced anything like it before. My entire body turned into one live nerve ending, and everywhere he touched and pressed against me felt like mini orgasms racing along my skin.

      My fingers left his nape to travel along his shoulders and then down to his chest, where I gripped his shirt and pressed my lower body against his. He shuddered against me and ground back, the hard bulge of his arousal making my sex prepare for immediate entry, swelling and sensitizing and going embarrassingly damp.

      I whimpered, struggling to feel more of him through our clothes.

      Strong fingers dug into my ass as he lifted me against the wall, and I broke free from his mouth to gasp through my relief as I wrapped my legs around his waist and humped the hell out of him, only thinking of the latest doctor’s checkup I’d gone to earlier that very day, where I was told I could resume normal sexual activities if I so desired.

      At the moment, I definitely desired.

      I couldn’t even recall what I’d been cleared from; I just knew I wanted this man inside me as I’d never wanted one before.

      Eyes closed, he pressed his forehead to mine and panted, rolling his hips against mine and imitating the act we both obviously wanted.

      Needing all obstructions out of my way, I fumbled with his shirt, hearing fabric rip in my frenzied haste.

      Vaughn gave a hoarse laugh and caught my hands in a gentle halt. Then he slid his mouth back to mine, this kiss gentle and drugged, seeking warmth and affection. After cupping my hair briefly and smoothing his warm palm over it, he dropped his hand to the hem of his shirt and began to lift it for me.

      He’d barely revealed his abdomen, however, when a cry from down the hall halted us both.

      “Shit.”

      With a gasp, we broke apart, gaping at each other as if asking what that sound had been. Then our eyes widened in horror-stricken unison.

      I immediately dropped my legs from his waist, and he yanked his shirt back down as he stumbled backward away from me.

      This was wrong, I finally realized. This was all horribly wrong.

      We weren’t supposed to kiss, especially not when I looked like death warmed over, my mood was like that of a haggard fishwife, and I’d just said the most atrocious things to him.

      But worst of all, I wasn’t supposed to kiss Duke’s brother.

      That was his niece currently crying down the hall.

      “Oh God,” he uttered in a dazed, mortified voice as if all the thoughts I’d just had were finally occurring to him as well.

      Clutching his head in both hands, he gaped at me in disbelief. Then he stumbled even further away, choking out a broken sob before he whirled around and rushed toward the exit.

      I hiccupped a strange sound as the front door shut behind him. Then I hugged myself and slid to the floor, my legs momentarily boneless and too weak to support me.

      All the while, Ava Grace screamed for attention, and I just shook my head, terrified about what kind of backlash was going to come from what I’d just done.
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      A week passed.

      I went to work, I came home, I watched reruns of Breaking Bad, and I stayed as far away from Lucy Gamble as I could get.

      I didn’t go over. I didn’t call. Didn’t text.

      I was way too distressed for that shit. So I became one of those douches who just ghosted a woman completely, even though she and I hadn’t even been in a relationship in the first place.

      But seriously. What the hell had I been thinking? I had sexually assaulted the mother of my brother’s child.

      Okay, maybe assault was too strong of a word for what had happened, but I didn’t know what else to call the savage, grappling way I’d manhandled her and then nearly consumed her whole. It had been wrong, whatever term someone wanted to ascribe to it.

      So fucking wrong.

      Even though, God, it had felt so fucking good.

      My hands shook and the back of my neck began to cold sweat every time I thought about it.

      Merely wanting her had been bad enough. In my book, Lucy had been firmly slotted under “things that had belonged to my brother,” even though I was fully aware that hadn’t been the case.

      Still…

      Every forbidden glance and stray, passing attraction I’d felt had made me repulsed with myself, as it had been. But practically banging her against the wall after she’d had what was obviously a stress-filled, exhausting night was probably the most despicable thing I’d ever done.

      And my body craved a repeat of it.

      Jesus, I had no idea how I was ever going to face her again.

      I would eventually, unless I wanted to sever all familial ties I had with Ava, which I absolutely could not bring myself to do.

      But there didn’t seem to be an apology strong or sincere enough to say to her. She would never forgive me for this.

      Sitting on my couch, arms crossed over my chest as I watched Jesse and Walt trying to kill a fly on the television, I replayed that night at Lucy’s house over and over through my head on a loop.

      The one thing I kept coming back to was how she’d kissed me back, the way her hands had gripped my shirt and her hips had pressed insistently against mine.

      Not that it meant anything I secretly wanted it to. But hopefully, it didn’t mean she was as pissed at me as I feared she was.

      Yet even if I threw myself at her feet, pleaded my forgiveness in all the right ways, and she actually exonerated me for my actions, this would always be there between us. I had ruined any sort of agreeable relationship we ever could’ve had. No more quiet, peaceful suppers together before I napped with Ava. No more teasing texts. No more friendship.

      Sighing, I turned off the television and scrubbed my hands over my face. Then I glanced toward the hall as Lucy’s words flowed through my head.

      You’re avoiding yourself, Vaughn.

      Despite everything else that had gone down between us, she’d made a valid point. Duke had been gone for months, and I still hadn’t cleaned out his room. I needed to stop being stagnant.

      I needed to live, just as he’d made me promise I would.

      “Okay, fine.” I slapped my hands to my knees and pushed up from the couch. “I’ll do it. I’ll clean your fucking room.” And I took a step in the direction of the hall, only to change my course and bow my head, clasping it between my hands as I walked in a small, tight circle, going nowhere.

      Dammit. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t accept that he was truly gone.

      The itch to check in on Ava mounted.

      I’m beginning to think you’re not even doing this for Ava.

      Lucy had been right about that too. My niece had become my scapegoat so I didn’t have to think about Duke or myself or any fucking thing in this oppressive house. If I was over there, visiting her, or out buying something for her, or locked in my room researching child care, I didn’t have to focus on anything else. I could continue to hide from the fact that I had nothing else.

      A knock on the door had me spinning around and blinking at the entrance with doom. A sinking feeling filled me, and I just knew it was Lucy.

      Holding my breath, I inched toward the portal and rose on my toes to look out the window. When I saw a dark-haired woman holding a baby in her arms, her back to me as she glanced over at my car sitting in the drive, I ducked out of sight and wiped a hand over my face.

      Yep. It was Lucy.

      Fuck. How could I face her right now? I was still so ashamed of what I’d done. And so damn embarrassed.

      I couldn’t answer the door or look her in the eyes, knowing she was now fully aware of how much I wanted her.

      But she had to know I was home; she was looking directly at my car, and I had lights on in here. God, if I didn’t open the door, I’d be a coward. Lucy was out there right now, being the bigger person and coming here to address…

      Well…

      I’m not sure why she was here.

      Maybe to demand that apology she so desperately deserved. Or maybe she wanted an explanation of why. The main point was that she was here. That had to mean she didn’t want to wipe her hands free of me completely, right?

      Hope swelled in my chest, and I reached for the door handle just as she knocked again. My hand paused. Cold sweat trailed down the back of my neck, and I fisted my fingers into a ball before dropping my arm.

      A coward I was, then.

      Lucy knocked a couple more times, and I ended up closing my eyes and pressing my forehead against the wall, dying a little more inside each time she knocked. But I absolutely could not face my own guilt after what I’d done.

      Eventually, she left, taking Ava Grace with her.

      I sank to the floor and sat there, back against the wall, hating myself for being so weak and pathetic.

      A while later, my phone rang. No one called me anymore, so I was pretty much already sure it was her. I crawled across the floor to where it sat on the coffee table in front of my couch, anyway. When I saw her name on the screen, I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes before fake-pounding my forehead against the heel of my hand.

      I still couldn’t answer her, and when the ringing stopped, I looked for a voicemail, but none came.

      She tried calling me the next day and the day after that, and I still hadn’t thought up an apology good enough to get us out of this mess that I’d gotten us in. So I avoided all of them.

      Three days later, she texted me.

      A couple of times.

      Unable to help myself, I read them all.

      
        
        LUCY: Hey. You’ve probably blocked my number, but I thought I’d try reaching out with a text anyway. By now, you’ve no doubt learned I can be a bit stubborn and relentless about some things, so it was pretty much impossible for me to leave well enough alone until I at least gave you my apology.

        

      

      “Apology?”

      Blinking in confusion, I lifted my face from the screen of my phone and tried to discern what she had to apologize for. It wasn’t as if she’d thrown me against a wall and tried to suck the oxygen straight from my lungs.

      Beyond curious, I continued reading.

      

      
        
        LUCY: I could give you all the excuses in the world for the way I yelled at you and treated you, and I could tell you how stressed and exhausted I was, how the frustration over Ava’s behavior was driving me loony, how my after-childbirth hormones were still not under control yet, how the mounting bills were giving me panic attacks, and the lack of sleep had turned me into a straight-up hag, but the fact of the matter was, I was awful to you, and I shouldn’t have been. I’m sorry.

        

      

      “Jesus,” I muttered, running my hand over my face. But this was what she’d taken away from that night? That she felt terrible about snapping at me? When I’d been the one to stick my nose where it didn’t belong and push, then ignore her warnings when she asked me to stop? Dammit. If I hadn’t felt awful before, I definitely did now. She had no reason to think herself culpable at all.

      
        
        LUCY: I knew you were having trouble with your grief, and I feel like I ferociously attacked that. I had no right. I was trying to deflect everything away from my own problems, which was utterly wrong and petty of me. You should deal with your mourning however you want to; I respect that fully. And if by chance, you see this message someday, I hope you know you can always come back to see Ava any time you like. She’s your family, and I sincerely hope I’m not the reason if you feel like you can’t see her anymore.

        

      

      I stopped pacing my living room after I finished reading, and then I sat down on the edge of my couch to sigh. She didn’t seem outraged at me at all for kissing her. From reading her note, one would almost think she didn’t even remember that part of the night. Not even her follow-up text mentioned it.

      
        
        LUCY: And oh… If you’re worried about Ava being in the guardianship of such a crazy woman, I am happy to report that I actually shoved my stubborn, independent nature to the side and finally called my mom, confessing my trouble with Ava’s purple crying period. So she’s been coming every night for a couple of hours to help me deal, meaning you don’t have to worry about our girl being in any danger. She’s doing well.

        

      

      Well, now there was no way I could avoid responding. I couldn’t let her go on thinking she’d done anything wrong, especially when I’d never, not once, held her temperament that night against her. I’d forgiven her for her out-of-sorts behavior and the cutting things she’d said even as she was saying them.

      I was going to have to reply soon, however. She had probably seen that I had read the messages, and I just knew her stress and tension was mounting by the minute as she waited for me to respond.

      With no idea what to say, I clicked into the reply box, and my thumbs hovered indecisively over the keypad before I just started to write. Since she hadn’t mentioned the kiss, I decided I wouldn’t either.

      One topic at a time here.

      
        
        VAUGHN: You have absolutely no reason to apologize. You did nothing wrong. The only reason I haven’t answered any of your calls yet is because I’m a coward, and I’ve been too steeped in my own guilt to face you. I knew you were stressed that night, that you had reached the peak of your patience, yet I continued to push about the money issue anyway, even after you asked me not to.

        I have no excuse for my behavior, except for the fact that you were right. I was using Ava and focusing all my attention on her so I could avoid my own issues. But I promise you, I will work on myself so that I don’t use her as a crutch again. Thank you for allowing me to continue seeing her. As soon as I reach a suitable place in my life, I would very much like to visit again.

        

      

      There. I read what I’d written twice and then pushed send, only to feel a cold sweat coat my body. Because now I was going to have to see her.

      Sure, I had bought myself some time, but eventually, I was going to have to be in her presence and try not to think about how she tasted or how warm and wonderful it had felt to press my arousal between her legs.

      God.

      My phone dinged. I looked down, shocked that she would answer so quickly.

      
        
        LUCY: Take whatever time you need. Our door will always be open to you. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised by how much Ava Grace has grown.

        

      

      I sent back a thumbs-up emoji because, I mean, I did want to see Ava again. God, I hadn’t even thought about how much she must’ve grown in my absence. It made me ache and want to head over there immediately.

      But I’d cupped Lucy’s ass in my hands. I’d slid my tongue over her teeth and gripped her with a heat and intensity that I’d never held anyone with before. That wasn’t something I could just forget.

      How was I going to discuss diaper rash or spit up with her now that I knew my brain would be stuck on how soft her mouth looked or plump her tits had gotten?

      This still felt like a no-win situation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, I’d moved no closer to facing Lucy again, and I’m pretty sure I’d done nothing to work on myself.

      But I had promised her I would, and I’d promised Duke basically the same thing, so one Saturday morning, I gripped an empty packing box in one hand and approached the closed door to Duke’s room with purpose.

      This time, I pushed the door open and stepped inside the darkened interior before I could stop myself. I’d just do this band-aid fast.

      Except fuck that.

      I plowed to an immediate halt and shuddered out a heaving sob.

      It smelled like he had at the end, like hospitals and sickness, not his usual Duke scent, and it struck me that I would never inhale that unique aroma that was purely my brother ever again.

      Shaking my head, I flung the empty box onto the end of his bed and then rotated around, marching right back out of his room and slamming the door behind me.

      “Dammit, dammit, dammit,” I muttered, gripping my hair and clenching my teeth.

      I could do this. So why wasn’t I just doing it?

      I glanced at the walls of my hallway for help, only to be accosted by picture after picture of all the people I’d lost.

      Duke. My parents. There was even a portrait of my grandparents’ wedding, and they’d been gone since before I was born.

      I was surrounded by loss, and it suddenly felt like the walls were closing in around me, threatening to suffocate me and take me into the afterlife with them.

      Needing to escape, I hurried from the house, bursting outside through my back door and exploding into my yard as if I were fleeing a fire or killer hornets.

      Panting, I rested my hands on my knees and stole a few minutes to just breathe through the near-attack I’d had. But I didn’t feel any better.

      Instead of panicking, I started to feel pissed.

      But none of this was fair, and I was tired of dealing with it already. I was just so...mad.

      Glancing at an unused grill next to me, I noticed an old, abandoned spiderweb stretched between its metal legs.

      I hadn’t grilled anything since Duke had died, and probably not for weeks before that because he’d gotten too sick to want anything. But once upon a time, grilling had been my thing. Wind, rain, cold weather, I would grill supper at least once a week.

      God, this fucked-up life had even taken grilling from me.

      Growling, I swung out and knocked the entire grill over onto its side.

      The resulting clang was so satisfying that I kicked it while it was down.

      Which felt good. It relieved a pressure that had been building in me for a long time. Needing more, I kicked the lid with everything I had, denting it to hell. With my third punt, I let out a war cry and disconnected the hood from the bowl completely.

      After that, it was on. My shoe demolished the grill until it was barely recognizable. By the time I’d worn myself out, I was panting and sweat trailed down my brow. I bent over, resting my hands on my knees and hung my head while I tried to regain my breath.

      From behind me, a voice said, “I think it’s dead.”
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      Straightening, I whirled around to find Lucy’s brother, Beau, watching me from the other side of my backyard’s wooden fence, calmly resting his arms on top of the gate and letting me know he’d been watching me lose my shit for a while.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I blurted, not quite having reined myself under full control yet.

      He flashed a rueful grin, saying, “Funny story, that,” as he unlatched the gate and strolled into my backyard. “Lucy wouldn’t stop pestering and annoying the hell out of me until I agreed to come over and check in to make sure you’re doing okay. And, hmm…” Nudging a mangled metal leg with his toe, he lifted an eyebrow my way. “Guess she knew what she was talking about.” He glanced at the kettle. “Unless this is normal for you.”

      I sighed and scrubbed a hand over my hair. “I was just…” I motioned toward the dead grill and came up with no words to explain what I’d been doing.

      “Yeah,” Beau said slowly. “No explanation necessary. I’ve been there a time or two. So you got any beer around here or not?”

      “Uh...” I blinked at the last question and then finally answered, “Yeah. I think so. It’s really old if I do, though.”

      Beau shrugged. “Eh, beer is beer.” He splayed out a hand in front of me and then shifted it toward my back door. “Lead the way.”

      O…kay.

      Not sure what else to do, I humored him and started toward the entrance, where I paused and held the door open for him to step inside behind me. And as his presence filled my kitchen, I couldn’t help but think about the last visitors I’d had inside my home: one cop, two coroner’s workers, and my hospice agent.

      Beau paused just inside the door and drew out a low whistle. “Wow. Lucy wasn’t lying. You really are a neat freak.”

      I paused at the refrigerator with my hand on the handle and glanced back at him. “She told you that?”

      He shrugged and meandered to the bar where he seated himself on a stool. “She mentioned that you’d cleaned her place for her a few times. Trying to get me to step up in the uncle department, I think, but it didn’t take.”

      Sniffing, I made a face as I opened the door and peered inside. “I mean, I might’ve picked up a few times while I was waiting for Ava to finish feeding. It wasn’t anything, just trying to help out.”

      “Well, you made me look like the bad uncle in the process,” Beau snarked back. “Thanks.”

      Finding a can in the back, I grabbed it and straightened. “Sorry about that,” I murmured without meaning it as I turned to sit the can in front of him on the bar’s countertop.

      Beau merely shrugged before reaching for the beer. “Meh, it’s fine. I wasn’t exactly angling for Uncle of the Year or anything, so more power to you.”

      I silently watched him pop the tab and take a long, refreshing drink.

      When he set it down again, sighing out his satisfaction, I finally asked, “What exactly did she say about me?”

      His brow lifted at the question and he eyed me a moment before his lips broke into a mischievous grin. “Oh, you mean, did she tell me she kissed you? Yeah… But only because she was worried that was the reason you were staying away so long.”

      “That is not why I’m—wait.” I broke off abruptly, finally processing what he’d just announced. “She said she kissed me?”

      Pausing in the middle of picking up the beer can again, Beau lifted an interested brow and then grinned. “Aah, the plot thickens,” he murmured. “Are you saying that’s not how it went down?”

      “Absolutely not,” I declared. “I kissed her.” And there could be no disputing that fact.

      Beau screwed his mouth up thoughtfully and then shrugged. “Then, that must mean she participated at some point and, by the end of it, you were kissing each other, so…” He shook his head cluelessly, “I’m not seeing the issue here. Is that why you’re staying away or not?”

      “No! That is not why I’m staying away.” But before I could continue to deny the claim, a smidgeon of guilt cloistered me and I had to wince, adding, “Not completely. The main reason I’ve been scarce around there is exactly what I told her; I need to work on myself, so I don’t use her daughter as a diversion that helps me ignore my own issues. I’m trying to get my life back into some semblance of order here.”

      With a thoughtful nod, Beau appeared to understand. Until he cringed. “And how’s that working out for you? Or should I go ask what’s left of the grill?”

      I exhaled a disgusted breath and momentarily bowed my head before facing him again. “That was just…” But I couldn’t come up with a suitable explanation, so Beau filled in for me.

      “You, releasing pent-up shit inside you because you haven’t gotten anything in order yet?”

      Sighing, I scrubbed my fingers over my forehead and murmured, “Fuck you.”

      Beau chuckled. “Damn,” he answered as the laugh petered off into a long, exhausted sigh. Then he shook his head and slapped the countertop in front of him, announcing, “I hate it when my sister’s right.”

      “I’m fine,” I started.

      But Lucy’s brother shook his head and lifted a hand, preventing me from saying more. “And it’s okay if you’re not fine,” he added, his voice gentling.

      I swallowed thickly and blinked a few times, resting my hands on the bar top across from him before I glanced around my kitchen. “Alright, then.” Lifting my palms, I stepped back and sent him a challenging look. “I’m not fine. So what?”

      “So…” Beau drew out slowly, crinkling his eyebrows before he added, “Now you get help.”

      There was a look in his eyes that kind of worried me. “What do you mean?” I wondered suspiciously.

      This evil grin appeared. “Oh, buddy,” he murmured. “You’re about to get help coming out your pores. If you thought all the casseroles and stews were overkill, you just wait.”

      I shook my head, admitting, “I’m confused.”

      Beau lifted two fingers and made the sign of the cross in my direction. “I’m officially dubbing you a member of this family.”

      “What?” I squinted because, one, Gray had technically already welcomed me into their clutches. And two, I honestly had no clue what he was talking about.

      “And we’re starting with this place.” He lifted his arms, motioning around my kitchen.

      “Explain,” I finally just demanded.

      “You grew up here, didn’t you?” he guessed. “Between these very walls?”

      The seemingly innocuous question felt eerily like a trap, so I was slow to answer, “Yeah. Why?”

      “There’s still a plaque over there about raising and feeding two boys. And the enormous ceramic fork and spoon hanging over here…” He sent me a dry glance. “No self-respecting bachelor would decorate with that. You didn’t do jack shit to remodel after your parents died, did you?”

      The question made me distinctly uncomfortable. “Only because…” I was going to argue that I’d done it for Duke. I hadn’t wanted to change up the life he’d always known too much when it suddenly became just the two of us. But even I realized Beau would somehow crush that excuse to pieces.

      “This place still feels like theirs,” he answered softly. Then he blew out a long breath and nodded. “I get it. I doubt I’d be able to change a thing if I were in your shoes. But damn, man, I bet your living room’s still littered with family pictures your mom put up, isn’t it? Portraits of you and your brother from kindergarten to senior year.”

      I scowled. “So what?”

      “So…” Beau shot back. “You’re not living in a home here anymore. This place has become a freaking mausoleum, a shrine to everyone you lost. I got that reverent, funeral-home feeling pebbling my skin the moment I stepped inside.”

      I choked out a sound of appalled shock at his bold statement, and he winced and lifted both hands, pulling back slightly. “Man, I’m sorry. I know I’m being blunter than I should be, but I gotta work fast here, and I need your help. I think this idea I have brewing will benefit both you and Lucy?”

      “Lucy?” I echoed, frowning at him. “What about her?”

      He sighed and rolled his eyes. “She’s having money issues, so she came up with this idiotic plan to rent out her detached garage to earn some extra cash. She’s already got the place set up and ready to go, and she’s going to start putting out ads on Monday.”

      I immediately backed away. “Hey, I already offered her money. She refused it. Maybe she didn’t tell you, but that is the very thing that started the problems we’re having now.”

      “But this wouldn’t be a handout,” Beau argued.

      “Neither was the money I wanted to give her. It was supposed to be an inheritance from Duke for Ava.”

      “But this renter,” Beau stressed, gritting his teeth in frustration and leaning forward. “Whoever it might be, will be without a bathroom and kitchen, so they’ll have to have access to the main house in order to take over her back bath and share her kitchen.”

      I immediately frowned. “That sounds…” Unsafe was the first word to come to mind, quickly followed by risky.

      But, “Insane!” is what Beau cried. “It’s fucking insane. Everyone is warning her against this, and she’s just being stupidly stubborn and independent about it.”

      Wincing because I’d gotten a taste of that stubborn, independent side of Lucy myself, I tried to think of someone trustworthy and safe that I knew who could rent from her.

      “No one in the family is currently looking for housing either,” Beau was ranting on. “Otherwise, they’d snag up the place in a heartbeat. I just really, really don’t want some unknown, single pervert having a key to my sister’s place. To our niece’s place,” he stressed, looking at me as if he expected me to do something about it.

      My stomach knotted because I didn’t particularly want just anyone to come and go as they pleased from her home, either, someone who could just walk down her hall from the kitchen in the middle of the night and enter the room where she slept. Who could—

      Jesus. We absolutely could not let her do this.

      “I mean, I’d feel a hell of a lot better if she was renting to someone I knew,” Beau said, watching me intently. “You know?”

      I squinted, not catching on to the nonverbal cues I sensed he was lobbing my way. So I just came right out and asked, “What do you need me to do here?”

      “I need you to get the fuck out of this place because it’s suffocating you from the inside out, make a decent profit from it, and then start over fresh, renting from my sister, so you can finally focus on you and what you need out of your life. That’s what I need you to do.”

      When he lifted his eyebrows meaningfully, awaiting my answer, I blinked. “Let me get this straight. You think I should sell the only home I’ve ever known, with four bedrooms, two baths, and its own attached garage—all of which is fully paid for, by the way—so I can move into a small garage apartment with no kitchen or bathroom and pay rent?”

      Beau paused for a moment to consider what I’d just said. Then he nodded. “Yeah… That pretty much sums it up, yep.” Then he looked me in the eye and said, “I think it’d help Lucy a lot.”

      I stared back, knowing I was already in. Even though this meant I’d have to face her again with that awkward kiss still between us, and I’d probably be seeing her a lot. But anything to help her out was a yes from me.

      Besides, Beau was right. This place was beginning to suffocate me. I’d always revere these hallowed walls and remember them fondly as the home where I’d been raised and loved. But I did need to start a new chapter in my life, and an interim apartment like Lucy’s garage might actually be the best fresh start I could get.

      Before I could answer, however, Lucy’s brother had to add, “And you strike me as a man who needs a new grill. Well, Lucy’s got one in her backyard that’s never once been used.”

      I lifted one eyebrow in interest. “Gas or charcoal?”

      He grinned knowingly, very aware of the type of grill I preferred. “Charcoal all the way, baby.”

      I heaved out a breath. “Alright, then,” I agreed. “You have yourself a deal.”
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            LUCY OLIVIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been pacing my house and checking the time every few seconds for the last two hours when my phone finally dinged with an incoming message.

      “About freaking time,” I muttered, crawling two feet across the floor from where I’d been lying next to Ava, while she had some tummy time, to the coffee table where I’d set my phone down.

      Proud of myself because I hadn’t called my brother and demanded an update yet, after he left my place, promising to stop by Vaughn’s on the way home and check in, I snagged the device and muttered, “Yes!” when I saw it was from him, only to frown immediately afterward when I noticed it was a group-chat message.

      “What the hell?”

      Glancing toward my baby and hoping she hadn’t noticed my language, I grinned when I saw her watching me with solemn brown eyes and gnawing relentlessly on a chew toy.

      “Hey!” I cried, tickling her belly. “You rolled over on me.” She’d only started doing that yesterday. But once she’d gotten the hang of it, I couldn’t keep her on her stomach. “You’re supposed to be practicing lifting your head from the blanket, you little rascal.”

      In answer, Ava lifted her feet instead, showing me how she could nearly tickle her chest with her toes, and she lowered her chew toy enough to grin at me with gummy adoration.

      Grinning was another recent accomplishment of hers. And it melted my heart every time she did it.

      “Ack, I just can’t scold you when you’re being so freaking cute. No, I can’t.”

      I started to kiss her all over the face when my phone dinged again, shortly followed by another.

      “Oh, right,” I gasped, sitting upright and refocusing on the screen to read Beau’s group message.

      
        
        BEAU: Moving Party! Found a tenant for L’s garage. Bring boxes, tape, food, and other moving shit to address below.

        

      

      I blinked, more confused than ever. Because why the hell was he off, finding a tenant I fully intended to find on my own, after I had specifically asked him to check in on Vaughn? And if he’d already stopped by Vaughn’s house, why the hell hadn’t he contacted me yet to report how Ava’s other uncle was doing?

      I’d been dying over here all morning, waiting for his call.

      It felt like I’d been restless and waiting for the past month or so since he’d walked out the front door after that kiss.

      A kiss which I was henceforth never going to think about again because it never should’ve happened in the first place. I mean, Vaughn was Duke’s brother. He was Ava’s uncle. There was no way a relationship between us could go anywhere.

      And obviously, he felt the same way since, you know, he’d stayed away since our make-out session.

      Sure, it did my heart good to know I hadn’t been the only one of the two of us who’d been feeling the chemistry and attraction, but yeah…

      Aside from that nice little reassurance, it was still all wrong to want him and entertain the idea of more.

      Idly glancing at the group chat still in my hand, I blinked when I realized the address Beau had provided seemed strangely familiar.

      I furrowed my brow as more messages popped up.

      

      
        
        LUKE: Just who is this tenant, anyway? Anyone I know?

        

        FOX: I’ve got a dolly. Do we need a dolly?

        

        BEAU: It’s Vaughn. Ava’s other uncle. And yes, we definitely need a dolly. Trucks for moving too.

        

      

      “Excuse me?!” I exploded, making Ava jump and drop her toy completely. “Sorry, baby.” I grabbed the slobbery, plastic ring and handed it back to her. She accepted and promptly jammed the toy back into her mouth.

      But... What the hell? As I shook my head, trying to make sense of what I was reading, more messages just kept coming.

      
        
        BEAU: Anyone got sticky notes? We need sticky notes.

        

        TEAGAN: Got us a sitter, so JB and I can make it. He has to run an errand first, and then we’ll head over.

        

        CRESS: I can stop for Post-it Notes at the store. And bubble wrap.

        

        CHLOE: I’d rather pack boxes than clean my house today. On my way.

        

      

      And it just continued.

      Huffing out a disgusted breath, I dialed my brother’s number.

      “Hey,” he answered a few seconds later, sounding winded. “Kind of busy here. Can I call you back later?”

      “Absolutely not,” I snarled. “Just what the hell is going on over there?”

      “Aah, shit. I didn’t block you from the group texts, did I?”

      “No. You didn’t. So would you care to explain yourself, now?”

      “It’s okay. I don’t expect you to help with moving,” he told me. “You’ve got a baby to watch. We’ll take care of everything, don’t worry.”

      “Don’t worry?” I cried. “What…?”

      “Look, you’re the one who insisted on this hair-brained idea to rent out your garage. So I found someone I thought was acceptable enough to have a key to your place.”

      “And so you chose Vaughn?” I mean, was he insane? I couldn’t live with Vaughn. “I hate to break it to you, brother, but Vaughn already has somewhere to live. Somewhere that’s a hell of a lot nicer than my house, let alone my garage.”

      “Yeah, not anymore,” Beau retorted. “He’s selling his place and said renting from you would be a—shit, what did he call it again? Oh, right. Your garage would be a good interim place to stay until he decides what to do next.”

      My jaw dropped. “Vaughn’s selling his house? Since when? Why?”

      “I don’t know. The usual reasons, I guess. To start over, get away from all the memories, downgrade into the single-man life. Why does anyone do anything? He said he’d rent from you, and that’s all I care about, so we’re moving him in. Now, I’d love to stand here and chat all day, but people are starting to show up, and I’m kind of the organizer of this whole shebang, so bye. Love ya.”

      “Wait. You can’t just—”

      But he definitely could. As the line went dead, I growled, “Dammit,” and then immediately winced, touching Ava’s chubby leg. “Sorry.”

      She didn’t seem to mind my potty mouth though, still kicking her feet and chewing contentedly.

      “That’s it. I’m just going to call him.”

      I had respected Vaughn’s space and not bothered him since the understanding we’d made over text a few weeks earlier.

      But after this, I was definitely going to bother him.

      Except the phone barely rang three times before Beau answered, “Do you mind not interrupting us, huh? I told you, we’re busy.”

      “How did you get Vaughn’s phone?” I demanded.

      “It was sitting on the counter. He’s otherwise occupied right now, and he’s probably going to be out-of-office for the rest of the day, so… Bye-bye now.” And he had the audacity to hang up on me. Again.

      “Bastard,” I growled.

      This time, Ava sent me a censorious glance, and I groaned. “I’m working on it, I swear.”

      Not ready to give up there, I rang Trick’s sister Chloe since she’d mentioned on the group chat that she’d head over to help with things too.

      “Luce!” she answered cheerfully. “You pick out your godparents for that precious little baby yet?”

      I rolled my eyes and grinned. Chloe had made a point of claiming the title of godmother to as many babies in the family as she could gather. So far, she had scored three.

      “No. Not yet,” I murmured and picked Ava up so I could sit her on my knees and play with her feet, clapping them together and making her grin. “Hey, are you at Vaughn’s place yet? You said you were going to go over and help today, right?”

      “Yes, and let me just say… Oh my good God, honey. That is one fine man. I mean, yowzah.”

      “You’ve seen Vaughn, then? Great. Can you put him on the phone for me please?”

      “Ooh, sorry. He looks pretty busy right now. Gray’s appointed himself as Vaughn’s real estate agent, so they’re working out all the kinks and details of putting this place on the market.”

      “So he hadn’t planned on selling his house until today? No! That means Beau somehow talked him into it. You need to get Vaughn on this phone with me, right now, Chloe. I need to stop him from making a colossal mistake.”

      “Look, I don’t know the whys or whatevers about what he’s doing. But Beau is nowhere to be seen right now, and no one is putting a gun to your man’s head, forcing him to move out.”

      “He’s not my man,” I muttered, gritting my teeth.

      But Chloe wasn’t listening to me. “He’s a big boy; I think he can make a monumental decision like this for himself. And when I say big, I mean, seriously, what is he? Like, six-three? Six-four? Whatever his height, this girl right here is impressed.”

      “Hey, watch it,” I warned her with a laugh. “Isn’t that new guy you’re seeing the super jealous type?”

      She sniffed. “You mean, the guy I’m no longer seeing?”

      “Uh-oh.” I cringed, sensing a story behind her bitter tone. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “Yeah… You could say that. There were just too many red flags for my taste,” she explained with a weary sigh. “Not only did he get all huffy about me being too friendly with a waiter, like that scene I told you about at the restaurant, but he surprised me at work this week and made some comment about how provocative my clothes were, so I told him I didn’t want to go out anymore.”

      “Sounds smart. But at least this guy made it to, what, five dates before you ended it. I’d say that’s progress.”

      “Trust me, he only made it that far because he was so frigging hot.” She moaned out a sad whimper. “It just goes to show you: good looks don’t mean shit. I’m thinking it should actually be a mark against a person because it can blind everyone to their true nature for too long.”

      “Wow, this guy has really got you bitter,” I said, lifting my eyebrows.

      “Maybe,” she mourned. “Or maybe I was just pinning too much hope on him. He’s certainly not my other half, though. Not at all. And I’m just… I don’t even know. Depressed, I guess, that I have to start all over again and keep looking. I’m getting tired of looking.”

      “I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” I said, hugging Ava close and feeling lucky that I at least had my baby.

      In the past month, I’d somehow made peace with the idea that I’d probably never date again. It just didn’t even seem appealing anymore, and I was okay with that. My little girl was all I needed.

      Chloe didn’t have an Ava Grace though.

      “One sour attempt shouldn’t stop you from trying again if you really want—”

      “Wait a sec,” Chloe cut in abruptly before mutedly calling, “What?” as if she was talking to someone else on her end of the line. Then she added, “Yes, it’s Lucy. Why? You want to talk to her?” Another pause ensued until she spoke to me again. “Uh, yeah, I just got busted. Beau says we’re not supposed to be talking to you, I guess. So gotta go, sorry. Bye, love you.”

      “What!?” I cried just as she hung up on me. “You’re actually listening to Beau?” That was new.

      And strange.

      But also really inconvenient for me.

      Glancing down at Ava, I sniffed. “See if she becomes your godmama now.”

      I texted my brother, calling him an ass. He replied with a single emoji that blew me a kiss.

      I tried my cousin Cress next. He must’ve already been warned not to talk to me, however, because he didn’t answer, and neither did my other cousin Teagan when I tried her.

      After that, I was pissed. So I popped in with my own message on the group chat.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Just so you all know, I have NOT approved ANYONE to be my new tenant yet. So maybe you shouldn’t be helping Vaughn move out of his house so quickly, huh?

        

      

      When no one replied, and I stopped receiving updates after that, I realized I’d been blocked from the group entirely.

      “Seriously?” These guys weren’t playing around, were they? They had all ganged up against me to move Vaughn into my renter’s space, whether I liked it or not.

      Convinced they had gone insane, I ended up actually cleaning my bathroom while Ava Grace napped. And I only cleaned bathrooms when I was stressed or upset. But how could I be happy about this? They’d brainwashed Vaughn into doing something he didn’t want to do; I was sure of it. I mean, if he really wanted to be anywhere near me right now, he’d gotten a clear invitation to visit, and he’d had a month to accept it, but he hadn’t.

      I had a bad feeling about all of this, and I could only wonder what my obnoxious, interfering brother had done to strong-arm Vaughn into going along with him.

      When the first truckload of belongings pulled up to the curb in front of my house, I stalked outside to confront Fox and Julian—two non-blood family members—who’d been in the pickup carrying it.

      Bracing my feet, I folded my arms over my chest and lifted a stern eyebrow as I watched them climb from the cab of the truck. “You two aren’t seriously going to attempt to move that stuff into my garage without my permission, are you?”

      “Come on, Luce,” Fox begged with a pleading expression. “You’re going to get us into trouble with Beau if you don’t let us pass.”

      My mouth fell open with incredulous outrage. “Since when is everyone so gung-ho to listen to Beau?” I demanded.

      Fox, I could understand. He was Beau’s brother-in-law and had been a freshman in high school when Beau had been a senior. He’d always had a bit of hero worship for his sister’s husband.

      But Julian…

      Julian was the eldest of our generation, and usually the leader of the pack. Why was he taking orders from my pain in the neck brother?

      “I wouldn’t discredit him yet,” Julian made a wincing, indecisive face. “He’s stepped up today and taken charge of this moving expedition. You’d be proud of him.”

      “Doubtful,” I muttered as Julian kept talking.

      “Besides, I don’t disagree with him. I’m not going to feel comfortable with just anyone moving into your garage, and I think Vaughn’s the safest choice.”

      “You met him one time,” I muttered. And that had been weeks ago when he’d been visiting with his wife, Nia, and daughter, Drea, at the same time Vaughn had been visiting Ava.

      “Yeah, but my dad met him too, and you know what a savvy judge of character he is.”

      “Speaking of your dad,” I added, lifting an eyebrow before glancing Fox’s way to include him too. “And yours as well. Are Pick and Knox over there? Or your mothers? Are any of the parents helping with this moving notion you fools have gotten into your heads?”

      Fox sniffed. “We don’t need the parents to take care of this. We got it.”

      “Or you’re all too afraid to let them know because they’ll tell you what a rash, irresponsible plan it is.”

      Julian lifted an eyebrow and smirked at me. “So why don’t you just call one of them and find out for yourself?”

      Unable to back down from that challenge, I snarled, “Oh, I will.” And I pulled my phone from my back pocket before calling my mother.

      As the phone rang, I smirked, wondering why I hadn’t done this tactic already.

      “Hey, honey,” Mom answered a second later. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine,” I started. “But do you know what kind of fiasco your son has orchestrated today?”

      “Do you mean moving Vaughn into your garage as the new tenant? Oh, yes. Isn’t that a fabulous idea?”

      “Fabulous?” I echoed incredulously.

      Both Fox and Julian snickered and shared a triumphant look before they gave each other a high five and started to work together, unloading the back of the truck.

      In my ear, my mother carried on cheerfully. “I feel so much better knowing and trusting who’s going to live there. This all just worked out so well.”

      I scowled and then winced when I heard Ava from the baby monitor I had attached to my waist as she woke from her nap. From there, I had to hurry inside and leave the men to continue what they were doing.

      But I wasn’t done with this. Stewing as I changed and fed my daughter, I schemed all the ways I could prevent this from happening, even as the deepest part of my brain was kind of excited about the idea.

      I mean, I couldn’t admit it to anyone else, but I felt better knowing who my renter would be too. Plus, even if Beau had coerced him into agreeing, Vaughn had still ultimately agreed. That must mean he wasn’t totally against the idea of seeing me again since he was prepared to rent a room from me. I was beyond relieved to think my kiss hadn’t scared him off for good.

      But most pressing of all, after weeks of getting to know him and having him show up or text nearly every day, I’d kind of started to miss all the friendship and attention he’d given me. Sure, I knew it was for Ava’s benefit, but I had liked his help—and his smile—and just his overall presence in my life. It made me unreasonably giddy to know he was returning.

      I couldn’t let anyone else know that, however. This couldn’t be what was best for Vaughn. Ergo, I needed to come up with a way to stop it.

      It didn’t occur to me until later that evening, after truckloads of Vaughn’s things had been unloaded into my garage, that I could simply pack Ava Grace up and just go over there myself with her.

      Feeling a bit embarrassed for not thinking up the idea earlier, I strapped my baby into her car seat, packed the backseat full of baby things, and left, intent on preventing a major mistake from happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

      

    

    







            VAUGHN

          

        

      

    

    
      By midafternoon, my home was overrun. People with boxes and packing supplies just kept flooding through my front door, asking what they needed to do.

      Beau usually intercepted them and dispensed the instructions.

      I swear, I hadn’t personally packed a single box all day, either, because Beau had shoved a pad of sticky notes at me, saying, “Put one of these on everything you want to go to the garage with you. We’ll make sure the rest is boxed away and taken to storage.”

      I shook my head, feeling a little lost and helpless. “But I don’t own a storage unit.”

      He pointed, merely answering, “Already on it,” before spotting someone new who arrived that he obviously knew, and he hurried off again to greet them and give them a job. So I started wandering around, putting yellow tabs of paper on the most important things I wanted to come with me.

      Everywhere I turned, I bumped into a new stranger who apologized for getting into my way and then introduced themselves.

      I didn’t remember a single one of their names.

      It felt as if I’d fallen into a river and was being swept down the current on a path I had no control over. But I had agreed to this, and honestly, it felt a little nice not to have to do everything myself.

      Maybe I hadn’t so much fallen into the water but rather actually landed in a boat on the stream. Because the ride was a little exhilarating, to be honest. I realized I might not want control at the moment. I wanted someone to simply direct me where to go and what to do, and I didn’t have to think or worry or stress about the outcome.

      I was going to help Lucy, and I was going to start over fresh by doing it. That was all that mattered.

      “Hey, Uncle,” someone called. “Have you marked this room yet? I don’t see any Post-it Notes in here.”

      Realizing the guy whose name I couldn’t even begin to remember must be talking to me, I said, “Uh…” And I turned to find that the stranger was motioning into Duke’s room.

      My lips parted, and I could literally feel the color drain from my face.

      Before I could formulate an answer, another passerby paused to smack the questioner on the back of the head. “That’s his brother’s room, numb nuts.”

      “Oh, shit, sorry.” The first man flushed and waved his apology to me before saying, “Boxing it all for storage; got it.”

      Then he disappeared into the room with an armful of empty boxes.

      I just stood there, gaping at the place where he’d been, my heart beating like wild.

      For some reason, it felt like I was cheating to let someone else go in there and do what I thought I should have done all along. I’d been responsible for everything-Duke for the last decade; I should’ve been the one to box his possessions, right? But, dammit, I had to admit it felt so fucking good to relinquish this one duty to someone else.

      Guilty relief poured through my veins.

      Someday, I knew I’d want to go through his things and remember Duke through his possessions, but it didn’t have to be until I was ready. And with his stuff safely tucked away in storage, I could always go back later and pick around however I pleased.

      Maybe I could take Ava Grace with me when she was old enough, and she could choose something of her father’s to keep, as well.

      “Hey.”

      I jumped when Beau’s voice spoke beside me. When I glanced over, he hitched up his chin questioningly.

      “Everything okay?”

      I nodded.

      Embarrassed about being caught having a moment, I cleared my throat and motioned around me. “Does anyone here actually know my name? I’m not even the uncle anymore. I’ve been shortened to just plain Uncle now.”

      Beau grinned and smacked me on the back. “Don’t take it personally. Hell, half of them probably don’t even remember my name, and I’ve known them all since birth.”

      A wadded piece of paper promptly hit him in the side of the head before someone called, “That’s because we’ve thought of you as Dickhead for so long, your real name’s floated off to the wayside.”

      “That’s not what your sister was calling me last night,” Beau shot back, grinning, only to glance at me, ignoring the dirty name he was labeled next, to explain, “He’s my brother-in-law.”

      “Ahh.”

      I started to ask just how many people were currently in my house when someone shouted Beau’s name from the kitchen, so he took off, leaving me standing there just as a loud voice from the hallway hollered, “Watch out, coming through. Can’t see where the fuck I’m going.”

      I turned to find Luke—one of the few names I remembered since he’d been one of the two people who had proposed marriage to Lucy—backing into the front room from the hallway as he carried one end of my bedroom dresser.

      I didn’t know the name of the guy at the other end, but he looked vaguely like Luke as he instructed, “Right, right, right. Turn right.”

      In response, Luke shifted left and promptly ran into a stack of kitchen chairs, knocking them over.

      “I said right!” his companion snapped.

      “I did go right,” Luke muttered petulantly. “Damn.”

      To which he was promptly told, “Your other right.”

      “Oh.” Luke shrugged out a cringe. “My bad.”

      “Jesus.” The man carrying the dresser with him rolled his eyes and sighed. “Why do you always gotta do the very opposite of what I say?”

      “Why do you always gotta fucking tell me what to do?” Luke snapped back.

      “Hey, fellas,” a blond woman broke in, greeting them like a pro-peacekeeper as she appeared from the kitchen to pick up the fallen chairs and get them out of the men’s way. “Fighting again, I see.”

      The guy who wasn’t Luke sent her a strained glance. “I’m gonna strangle him, I swear to God.”

      “I know, but don’t forget: fratricide’s illegal, baby.” Then she cupped his face in both hands and kissed him lightly on the lips.

      “Hey, where’s my kiss?” Luke called from the other side of the dresser, puckering his lips at her.

      The blonde cast him a dirty glance. “Not on your life, pal.”

      “Hey, that’s not what you were saying the night you crawled into my tent,” he smarted back, snickering with amusement.

      “That’s it.” Not-Luke promptly plopped his side of the dresser down with a thump and glared. “You’re dead.”

      Luke took in his expression, and his eyes grew big. “Shit,” he muttered, realizing he’d crossed the line, and he dropped his end of the bureau as well, chanting, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” even as he took off, heading toward the kitchen with the other man hot on his heels.

      I blinked after them, and a strange heaviness filled my chest.

      Duke and I used to squabble just like that. We’d been masters at disagreeing on pretty much everything.

      I suddenly missed our bickering arguments more than anything in the world.

      “Hey, sorry.” A soft hand touched my arm, jerking me from my spiraling thoughts. I blinked and focused on the blonde who had picked up the chairs. Her blue eyes were full of sympathy. “I hope they didn’t bother you too much.”

      I cleared my throat and waved a hand, insisting, “No, not at all,” even though I was pretty sure she could tell watching their byplay had affected me. “It’s fine. They…” I cleared my throat again and motioned toward the kitchen after them, asking, “They’re brothers?”

      Of course, they’d been brothers. They had looked like brothers, talked and acted like brothers, and she had used the term fratricide. What else would they have been?

      The blonde nodded, smiling sadly. “Yeah. The taller one’s my husband, JB.” Then she rolled her eyes ruefully and pressed a hand to her chest. “I’m Teagan, by the way. Lucy’s first cousin.”

      I nodded, pretty sure I wasn’t going to remember her or her husband’s name. “Nice to meet you. I appreciate all the help with…” Sweeping my hand around the room, I grinned ruefully, adding, “Everything. I didn’t realize Beau was going to make quite a production of this when he said he’d get us some extra hands.”

      “Yeah.” She laughed. “In this family, things tend to blow up bigger than anyone’s prepared for.” Then she patted my arm, saying, “Welcome aboard,” as if she were really saying welcome to the nuthouse. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should probably go enforce some law and order between Luke and JB.”

      I nodded, watching her go. Then I heaved out a sigh and looked at the sticky notes in my hand before observing the front room. From the way Beau had described Lucy’s garage, I wasn’t going to be able to take much from this room with me, so I tagged the television, one picture from the wall, and one piece of furniture.

      Just as I was biting my lip and wondering if there was anything else I should take, someone tugged at my shirt.

      “Uncle Vaughn?”

      I blinked and glanced down at a boy with dark hair and blue eyes, who held a box full of kitchen hand towels and washcloths.

      “Uh, yeah?” I asked, wondering who he was.

      “I packed this box. Where do you want me to put it?”

      “Braiden?” A woman called before appearing from the kitchen. I immediately recognized her as Beau’s wife, the one who’d been at the hospital and first handed me Ava. But I couldn’t recall her name.

      “There you are!” she told the boy in a scolding manner. “What’re you doing in here?”

      “I was asking Uncle Vaughn where to put this box.”

      “That goes in a pile in the kitchen. And he’s not your uncle, baby. You don’t have to call him that.”

      The boy furrowed his brow in confusion. “But he’s Ava Grace’s uncle, and she’s my cousin.”

      “I know…” his mother started, wincing. “But—”

      “It’s fine,” I broke in. “He can call me Uncle if he wants to. Everyone else is.”

      “See,” Braiden cried in delight, smiling up at me before turning to lift a challenging eyebrow at his mother.

      She flushed and sighed. “Well, alright, then. If you don’t mind.” Then, ruffling her son’s hair, she nudged him back toward the kitchen before hitching up an eyebrow and glancing my way. “I bet you didn’t think any of this would be happening when you woke up this morning.”

      I laughed uneasily and rubbed the back of my neck. “Uh, no,” I said. “I had no idea at all. Your husband is quite a persuasive force, though.”

      She laughed too. “He definitely is that. Now, excuse me. I’m supposed to be supervising kitchen packing.”

      I waved her off and then sighed when I noticed Luke and his brother had returned and were lifting the dresser again. As they carried it toward the entrance, I hurried to open the door for them and finally started to feel weird about a house full of strangers packing my personal belongings.

      I mean, it had been strange from the beginning, but now that I knew people were currently in my bedroom, I started that way, needing to see what was going on.

      I heard the packing in Duke’s room—tape spooling and cardboard shuffling—and I refused to look inside as I passed by. Focusing ahead, I heard music playing as I neared my room. The song “Stone” by Whiskey Myers was just beginning.

      “Come on, Trick,” a female pleaded just before I reached the open doorway. “Dance with me.”

      I peered inside to see the bare spot where my dresser had been.

      Two men were at the bed, dismantling the frame, while the stripped mattresses were sitting on their sides, propped against the wall.

      Trick was reaching up to my wall shelf to take down an old mathematics competition trophy to put it into a box while a woman holding a trash bag with a corner of my blankets and sheets spilling out the top capered toward him, swinging her hips and grinning.

      When he glanced over to watch her snap her fingers and salsa dance in front of him, he shook his head. “Nuh-uh.”

      “Come on, baby brother.” She curled her finger and grinned, coaxingly. “Dance with me. I’ll clean the closet out if you do.”

      “Oh geez,” he grumbled, rolling his eyes and hissing out a sigh. “Fine.”

      And he sat down his box to take her hand and swish her around the room in a two-step.

      “Yes!” one of the men working on the bed hooted. “Work it, my gorgeous people.”

      I blinked, certain that I’d never had anyone dance in my bedroom before. It’d been a while since I’d even played any music in here, or in the house at all.

      These walls needed a little music and dancing.

      I suddenly hoped that whoever moved in after I was gone gave this place the love and pampering it needed. And that was exactly why I had to go. Because that person couldn’t be me.

      “Hey, Uncle,” one of the men at the bed called. “Can you hold that end of the frame sturdy for us while we unhook this bastard?”

      “Sure.” It was the most useful task I’d been given all day. I have no idea why Beau had been making sure I did as little as possible, but it was beginning to drive me stir crazy. I hurried forward and knelt, holding the footing of the bed steady.

      I couldn’t remember the name of the men; I just remembered that they were dating each other, and the bubbly one was Lucy’s first cousin.

      As I helped them, Trick and his sister finally ended their number and went back to packing, the sister singing along to the new tune before she opened my closet door and—

      “Wait!” I called, lifting a hand and suddenly remembering what I had stashed in there.

      She yelped and dove out of the way when a gift bag spilled out from the heaping pile inside.

      “What...in the world?” she finally asked, glancing my way with lifted eyebrows.

      Shit. My stash of baby gifts for Ava had been discovered.

      I cringed, my face going hot with embarrassment. “Lucy told me I couldn’t bring Ava any more presents, except I’d already bought all those by that point, so…” I shrugged. “I wasn’t sure what to do with them from there.”

      Trick’s sister blinked at me, then turned back to study the gifts.

      “You know,” she murmured thoughtfully. “Luce wouldn’t decline a second baby gift from me.” Then she tapped her chin thoughtfully as she studied the pile of gift bags before she deliberately reached in and picked out the smallest one. “I think this will be from me.”

      “I’ll give her this one,” Trick piped up, taking another.

      “And we’ll take this one to her,” Lucy’s cousin said.

      Within just a few minutes, all the gifts had been claimed by various members of Lucy’s family, promising to get Ava all the gifts I’d bought for her.

      And I think I fell in love with the whole brood of them right then and there.

      It was an honor to feel so accepted into their group. Having a family like this would be nice.
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      At some point, someone bought pizza and had it delivered.

      I’d still been in the bedroom with Chloe, Cress, and Maverick—whose names I’d actually learned in the past few hours—along with Trick when a shout echoed down the hall, inviting everyone to pause for food.

      The other four had cleared out pretty fast to claim their slices, but I felt too immersed in my project of going through my closet to want to finish just yet. So Chloe had told me she’d save me a couple of slices as she patted my shoulder and passed by.

      After another ten minutes, I found a stopping point that satisfied me, and I dusted my hands off onto my thighs before pushing my way to my feet. Through the window, I could tell it was getting dark outside. We’d been working at this most of the day, something my muscles could definitely attest to.

      I rolled my shoulders and then stretched my arms over my head as I headed into the hall, once again avoiding the gaping open entrance to Duke’s room when I passed it. When a cacophony of women’s voices rose from the front room, however, I slowed just before peering around the corner at them.

      Chloe and the blonde whose name I’d forgotten already, plus Beau’s wife and another I couldn’t remember at all were gathered around, oohing and aahing over something Chloe was holding.

      “She’s so cute.”

      “I just love the bow in her hair. It’s too bad Harper pulls out every single one I try to put on her.”

      “These cheeks are seriously going to be the death of me. I just want to smoosh them constantly.”

      When I realized they were talking about a baby, I stepped into the room and blinked at the little girl.

      The headband on her hosted a bow that was just about as big as her noggin was. I’d never seen her wear it before. She’d also put on a good ten pounds in the last month—five of them being to her adorable cheeks. But I recognized that widow’s peak and those dark eyes immediately.

      Still, I had to blink in shock and point. “Is that Ava?”

      In the next breath, I glanced around, looking for her mother. But Lucy was not among the throng. I returned my attention to my niece and immediately neared her. The women parted, letting me walk right up to her.

      “My God,” I murmured, shaking my head slowly. “She’s gotten so big.” Reaching out, I tugged at one of her bare toes. “You got so big, little girl.”

      In response, she looked up at me and immediately flashed a big, gummy grin.

      I melted on the spot, my jaw dropping low. “She’s smiling,” I said, stupefied in my awe. “When did she start smiling?”

      “Lucy said it started a week or so ago,” one of the ladies answered as Chloe held her out to me before asking, “Do you want to hold her”

      “Yes,” I answered, already reaching out, only to gasp once Ava was in my arms. “Oh my goodness. The last time I held you, you were like cradling a bag full of marshmallows. Who said you could grow so much on me? Who said that?”

      I pulled her in close for a hug and kissed her head, closing my eyes briefly because I was so glad she at least smelled the same. And Ava immediately grabbed on to the front of my shirt and pulled it to her mouth, slobbering all over it.

      “Hey!” I laughed as I carried her to the couch so I could sit down and perch her on my lap to get the full view. “You’ve gotten better at latching on to things too, haven’t you? What else are you doing now?”

      Drool fell from her mouth as she gazed up at me and grabbed her toes, pulling them most of the way up her chest.

      “Aah, yes,” I said. “That’s a good one. I certainly can’t do that.”

      Grinning, I tickled the bottom of her foot, making her curl it away from me.

      “Still don’t like that, though, huh?” I guessed. I stopped the tickle game and grabbed her big toe between two fingers, giving it a slight shake before I started playing This Little Piggy.

      When I got to the pinkie toe and tickled her all over the belly as that piggy went wee, wee, wee all the way home, she jumped in surprise, blinked at me quite solemnly, and then she giggled.

      It was honestly the most adorable sound in the world, meaning we had to do the game again and again, and she just kept screaming with glee, until the fourth time through when an amazed voice from behind me said in surprise, “She’s laughing.”

      I jumped and looked up, realizing all the women who’d handed me Ava had left me alone in the living room with her, and they had seemingly traded places with Lucy.

      But as soon as I focused on Lucy, I lost my breath.

      It’d only been a few weeks since I’d last seen her, but she looked so different. She was wearing regular clothes now, not obvious, around-the-house lounging apparel. She had makeup on, plus jewelry—especially a pair of long, dangling silver earrings—and her hair had been brushed.

      She was still as breathtaking as ever, but a healthier, happier version from the last Lucy I’d seen.

      And kissed.

      It reminded me of how she’d looked on that picnic table the first time I’d seen her, which further reminded me how much change she’d gone through in the past year, all because of me. It had taken a toll on her, and I couldn’t help but feel guilty about that. She wouldn’t have had to go through any of these trials and tribulations if I hadn’t unknowingly sicced my brother on her with my one stupid glance.

      But I was going to make it right again.

      I’d be the best tenant a person ever housed in their garage, and I’d find a way to help her with whatever she needed.

      “Uh, yeah,” I fumbled out lamely, clearing my throat and unable to take my eyes off her as she walked closer. Then I looked down at Ava, hoping I hadn’t stared at her mother for too long. “When did she start that?”

      “Well…” Lucy sounded amused. “Right now, I guess. I’ve honestly never heard her laugh before.”

      That had me looking up again in surprise. “Really?”

      “She must’ve been saving it for you,” Lucy answered, sucking the air from my lungs all over again with her beauty as she touched my shoulder, then sat down beside me on the couch so she could reach out and touch Ava’s face next. Her daughter grinned at her in recognition and merrily flailed her arms and legs.

      Glancing at me with a quick furrow of the brows, Lucy announced, “She has your eyes.”

      I flushed. “That’s, uh, that’s from the Merrill side of the family. They all had dark brown eyes. My mom had light eyes, though, like a yellowish, golden brown. And that’s where Duke got his.”

      Lucy nodded and studied me solemnly a moment before saying, “I saw a picture of them. Your parents. My cousin Teagan was packing away the pictures when I showed up. There was only one family portrait you had tagged to go with you.”

      “Yeah.” My voice went hoarse as I spoke, so I paused to clear it before nodding and explaining, “That was the most recent one I had with all four of us together.”

      And still, it was probably a dozen years old.

      Lucy silently nodded again before transferring her gaze to the couch we were sitting on. When she smoothed her hand over the cushion, she glanced around at the rest of the furniture left in the sparse room. The television and entertainment center had already been taken out, the walls were stripped bare, and all that remained were a few stacks of boxes that needed to be moved, plus the couch, a loveseat, and an easy chair.

      “I can’t believe you’re putting this thing in storage,” she finally said, patting the couch. “It’s so nice.”

      I sighed. “Your brother said I probably only had room to keep one piece of furniture from this room, so I chose the easy chair.”

      Lucy shook her head slowly. “You chose the easy chair,” she repeated softly and then looked up at me. “You know, you could’ve just chosen to stay here in your comfortable, full house. I mean, my God, Vaughn, you haven’t even seen the inside of my garage to know what you just signed up for.”

      “I’ve seen it from the outside,” I argued. “I roughly know how much space I have to work with.”

      “Well, I’m still trying to wrap my head around this whole, crazy idea that you and Beau came up with, in the first place. I mean, it makes absolutely no sense to me. It did occur to you that you could say no to him, right? Because, seriously, who in their right mind would give up a home like this to move into a miniature little apartment with pretty much no amenities?”

      I shrugged and sent her a rueful smile, while Ava grabbed my finger and yanked it to her mouth for some serious chewing.

      Lucy dropped her gaze to her daughter, then looked back up to me. “It’s not too late to back out, you know. You say the word, and I will have all these people bring your stuff right back.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”

      I tipped my head to the side. “Sounds like you don’t want me living in your garage.”

      And all of a sudden, I remembered how it had felt to cup her bottom in my hand and lift her against me while her sweet mouth slayed mine.

      Heat suffused me.

      All the while, Lucy huffed out an incredulous laugh and lifted her hands. “It’s not about you living there as much as it’s about your reasoning,” she argued. “Because nothing you say is going to convince me that this is what’s best for you. For me and Ava? Yes, definitely. But I will not let you throw so much away just for us. We’ll be fine, I promise.”

      “Nothing I say, hmm?” I asked, lifting my brows over her challenge.

      She nodded, answering, “It’s time to think about yourself, remember?”

      “Well,” I murmured, gathering Ava close before I kissed her head. “Would you say that I was thinking about myself when I realized that today was the first time I felt in any way comfortable in my own home in over ten years?”

      Lucy’s lips parted in concern. “Oh, Vaughn.” She touched my knee as I glanced around the empty room.

      “It no longer felt like a house anymore,” I admitted, swallowing thickly. “Felt more like a coffin, actually. And the walls were beginning to close in around me, smothering me from the inside of my soul, out.” Glancing at her, I shook my head. “If I stay here much longer, all the sad memories are going to swallow every good memory I ever had in this place, and I can’t let that happen. You wanted me to discover myself? Well, I’ll never do that if I stay. It’s time for me to go elsewhere, and your garage might just be the perfect place for me to stay until I figure out where that elsewhere is. So I promise you, I’m not doing this just for you and Ava, okay? I have a lot of stake in it as well.”

      Lucy was quiet for a good five seconds after I stopped talking. Then she cleared her throat and said, “Damn. I guess there was something you could say to get me to change my mind after all.”

      I chuckled.

      “Okay, then.” She rolled her eyes ruefully at herself and then sent me a tremulous smile before sticking out her hand. “In that case, you have yourself a new landlady, Mr. Merrill.”
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      It wasn’t until Vaughn wrapped his warm fingers around mine that I realized how big of a mistake shaking hands with him was.

      Suddenly, all I could remember was the bruising and amazing way those very hands had felt when they’d gripped and coasted over me, how his mouth had taken from mine, and his tongue had plundered.

      Then, I recalled the regret and horror I’d seen in his eyes when he’d lurched back, realizing what he’d just done.

      And that’s why it struck me at that very moment that I had indeed not come to terms with the idea of being single for the rest of my life nor had I made peace with such a reality. But I had, in fact, already discovered the one and only person I wanted to be with, even though a future with him was impossible. The ghost of his brother sat quite firmly between us, preventing that very future from happening by manifesting his memory into a cute ball of baby that was currently chewing on her toes and drooling all over Vaughn’s knee.

      I slid my gaze to Ava and reluctantly pulled my hand from Vaughn’s.

      I supposed, if I couldn’t have him, then she was the best consolation prize a girl could get.

      “I’m guessing we have terms to discuss, and there’s a lease agreement for me to sign somewhere, right?” he asked, retracting his hand as well and using it to stroke Ava’s head.

      I nodded, my focus on his fingers as they petted my daughter. Then, I lifted my gaze. “Uh, yeah. I’ve got all the paperwork. But we can go over it later, after you’re settled.”

      He nodded and opened his mouth to reply, but my brother popped his head into the room and tapped the wall to get our attention. “Hey! You two better get outside and grab some pizza before it’s gone. Besides, the trucks have returned from their last run, and we’re going to clear this room next, so we kind of need you out of the way.”

      “Oh! Okay, then,” Vaughn answered, immediately pushing his way to his feet and naturally shifting Ava in his arms so he could hold her with her back to his front. It was her favorite way to be held. She liked being upright and facing out so she could see everything with her legs dangling for maximum kicking power.

      It melted a gooey spot into my soul to see Vaughn indulging her.

      But I needed to stop looking for reasons to fall for this man, so I stood as well, plopping my hands onto my hips to face off with my brother. “Wow. All this power and command has gone straight to your head; you’re so bossy today.”

      “What’re you talking about?” He grinned with mischievous innocence. “I’ve always been this bossy. Bentley just rarely lets me unleash it.”

      “Smart woman,” I muttered as I trailed the two men from the room.

      Just before exiting, however, I glanced back, taking in the bare walls and piles of boxes.

      I really, really hoped both Vaughn and I were making the right decision about this because it was personally going to affect both of our lives in a huge way.

      “Oh well,” I murmured under my breath. It seemed too late to back out now. “Here goes nothing.”

      And I turned to leave, only to spot an open box sitting on top of a tall pile of other boxes. It was labeled Bathroom Supplies. I peered in, not at all curious about all the hygiene products that made Vaughn smell the amazing way he smelled, but just—you know—completely curious about all of that.

      When I spotted a disposable razor near the top, I paused.

      He hadn’t shaved much in the weeks since I’d last seen him. There’d been a thin beard on him when I’d first visited him after Duke had died when I’d told him about my pregnancy. But then, he’d been clean-shaven when he’d shown up at the hospital to meet her, and he’d kept his face pretty bare for over a month after that.

      But I had to say, after seeing him both ways, the scruffy look totally worked best for him.

      Biting my lip, I lifted my face and glanced around to make sure I was alone before I reached into the box and stole the razor. Then, I hummed unassumingly under my breath as I started from the room and dropped it in a plastic garbage sack labeled Trash.

      By the time I made it outside to the backyard where everyone had gathered to eat, Vaughn was getting flooded by family members—all of them female, I couldn’t help but enviously note.

      Granted, most of them were probably flocking to Ava in his arms, not him specifically, but still...

      That warrior woman inside me that had already claimed him as mine just wanted to shout back off, bitches at some of my favorite ladies on earth.

      “Here are the slices I saved for you,” Chloe was telling him as she lifted a paper plate loaded with pizza.

      Vaughn seemed momentarily uncertain since his arms were currently full, so my cousin Teagan surged forward, her hands outstretched. “Ooh, I’ll hold the baby for you.”

      I sighed as I strolled forward. “Have you just been waiting for the perfect opportunity to steal her from him?”

      Teagan arched her eyebrows haughtily my way and hugged Ava close before confessing, “Hell, yes. Harper gets too jealous whenever I hold another baby around her. But since she’s with Mom and Dad right now, this might be my last opportunity to snuggle with Ava. Isn’t that right, precious?”

      As she made a game of kissing my baby all over the face, I neared the dozen pizza boxes, only to find them all empty, save for a handful of crust wedges.

      “Didn’t save any for me, huh?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow Chloe’s way.

      She flushed as she sank her teeth into her own piece. “Sorry. I didn’t know you’d be here, and I promised Vaughn I’d hold some back for him.”

      I sighed, trying to convince myself I wasn’t that hungry, anyway, even though my mouth was watering over the garlic and cheese aroma filling the air while everyone around me snarfed down their slices.

      “Here, I have plenty,” Vaughn offered, lifting his plate to show me that Chloe had definitely kept her promise to him.

      But dammit, he needed to stop being so amazing.

      “Are you sure?” I asked warily, just knowing I would be in trouble of falling flat in love with him if we dared share a single plate of pizza together.

      He nodded, taking a bite from one slice as he lifted his plate again in offering. And just like that, the spider had effectively bated the fly. I was hooked.

      “Okay,” I murmured, feeling this trance-like pull as I moved toward him and lifted my hand to accept a piece of pepperoni and cheese.

      But God, it tasted so good.

      I moaned my approval and nodded my gratitude to him.

      All the available seating in the yard had been taken so we just continued to stand there next to each other, eating in unison. I could tell the others were worn out after a day full of packing and moving. They weren’t their usual loud, rambunctious selves but more sedate and yawning, talking quietly in small groups.

      I glanced around, strangely not weirded out by the fact that my life with these people had clashed with my growing friendship with Vaughn. He just seemed to merge well with them, as if he were already one of the gang.

      When I spotted a kettle grill lying on its side with the legs and lid mangled and dented, I blinked in surprise. “Did a storm get a hold of your grill?”

      Vaughn’s gaze strayed to his fallen cooker, where he nodded immediately and finished chewing before he wiped his mouth and answered. “Yep. A big one.”

      I nodded too, feeling bad for him. “You know, I have a grill at my place if you ever want to use it.”

      He coughed as if something was obstructing his airway, then, bobbing his head some more, he answered, “Thanks. I might just take you up on that.”

      I squinted at him when he refused to look my way, and just as I started to wonder if he was blushing, Trick called across the yard.

      “Hey, Chloe. I thought you said you broke up with that dude with the Mitsubishi.”

      Standing on the other side of Vaughn, she lifted her face in surprise. “I don’t know if break up is the right word, exactly. We didn’t even go out enough times to technically be dating in the first place, but yeah… That’s over. Why?”

      Trick shrugged. “No reason. I just swear I saw him drive by earlier.”

      “What!?” That caused Chloe to frown hard. “Outside this house? Are you sure?”

      “Yep.” Trick finished his slice of pizza and tossed the crust into a nearby empty box, which Luke snagged up and began to eat. “I don’t forget douched-out rides like that. I mean, he seriously tricked that poor car up with some truly tacky features.”

      “But you’re sure he was the one driving?” Chloe insisted.

      “I mean, yeah.” Trick lifted an uncertain hand, signaling that he wasn’t sure at all. “I waved at him, and he waved back.”

      Chloe shuddered and hugged herself. “Creepy. I wonder if he knew I was here or if it was just a coincidence that he was driving by?”

      “Creepy, why?” her other brother Julian demanded suspiciously, joining the conversation. “Has this guy been harassing you, Chloe?”

      “No,” she answered immediately before cringing and curling her shoulders guiltily. “I mean, he didn’t take it well when I told him it wasn’t going to work out. He’s stopped by a few times at my place and begged me to change my mind, his moods alternating between mad and apologetic. The other night, he hung around outside my door for nearly two hours before leaving, and he came to work once to reason with me.”

      “He did what?” Julian growled in a dark voice.

      “Jesus.” Luke whistled. “You sure do pick the winners, don’t you?”

      “Shut up,” Chloe muttered and chucked a piece of uneaten crust at his head. But Luke only caught it and started eating that one too.

      “That doesn’t sound healthy at all,” Chloe’s cousin Bella said as she came up to wrap a supportive arm around Chloe’s shoulders.

      “I know!” Chloe agreed. “Why do you think I ended things with him in the first place?”

      On the other side of the yard, Bentley sighed and leaned against Beau. “Oh man. I remember a certain someone camping outside my door for hours on end, just hoping I’d talk to him again.”

      Beau kissed her hair, murmuring, “I still wonder why you ever gave me the time of day.”

      Fox snickered. “Oh, we all wonder that.”

      Which made his brother-in-law scowl and snap his fingers Trick’s way. “You got any more crust left?”

      “On it,” Trick announced mischievously before zinging the crust of the last piece of pizza he was just finishing at Fox.

      When it struck Fox in the shoulder, he lifted his arm, hollering, “Hey!”

      Meanwhile, I glanced toward Vaughn, hoping my family’s byplay wasn’t upsetting him in any way. This had to be a big day for him. He was leaving the only home he’d known. I wasn’t sure how my family’s immature pizza fight would rub off.

      Except, when I focused on his face, I was relieved to find him smiling and enjoying the show.

      Julian appeared at my side, making me jump with his presence. But he wasn’t looking my way. Furrowing his brow at his little sister, he persistently picked up their conversation where it had left off. “What about calls and texts? He bugging you there too.”

      Chloe winced. “I don’t know. I blocked him.”

      “Do you have an Android?” Vaughn asked, shocking me when he joined the conversation.

      Chloe glanced his way, frowning. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Did you delete his number or just block him?” he wanted to know.

      When she blinked at him, obviously confused by his line of questioning, I leaned forward to explain to her, “He works for a cell phone company.”

      “Oh!” She nodded, then squinted in thought. “But, uh…” She thought about it for a moment. “You know, I think I only blocked him? Why? Is that bad? Do you think he tracked me here through my phone?”

      “No.” Vaughn shook his head. “He shouldn’t be able to track you unless you shared your location with him. But it’s good that you didn’t delete him. You can still retrieve all the blocked messages he sent you if you want to see what he’s said.”

      “I want to see,” Julian spoke up before snapping his fingers Chloe’s way. “Give him your phone. Let’s find out just how unhinged this motherfucker is.”

      “Oh geez, fine.” Grumbling under her breath, Chloe tugged her phone from her pocket. As she handed it over to Vaughn, I offered to hold his plate for him.

      He glanced at me in pleasant surprise before murmuring a quiet, “Thank you.”

      Then he rubbed his hands off on his jeans and accepted the phone. After a couple of seconds of clicking around, he announced, “Yep. Here we go.” Then he lifted his eyebrows and pulled back, murmuring, “Whoa.”

      “What?” Me, Julian, Chloe, and Bella surged forward together to get a look at the screen.

      I didn’t get to see much, just angry, name-calling rants juxtaposed to meek, humble pleas before Julian ripped the phone from Vaughn’s hand to read it all for himself. But it was enough to make me shudder and rub my chilled arms.

      “Holy shit,” Bella whispered. “That man is crazy, Chloe. You need to get a restraining order against him.”

      “What? No…” Chloe immediately waved her hands, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “It’s not that serious. He’ll get over it and move on soon enough. I mean, seriously. I don’t think we went on five dates, and he didn’t get anywhere past second base, anyway.”

      Vaughn leaned toward me, murmuring, “What’s second base again?”

      I only shrugged.

      “I don’t want to overreact if he’s not dangerous. What if he’s just another harmless, pathetic weirdo. Like Beau?”

      “Hey, I heard that!”

      “Oh, you’re going to file a complaint against him,” Julian told Chloe as he closed her phone and looked up. “I’m taking you to the police department myself, in the morning, to report this psycho.”

      “But—”

      He pointed at her. “Don’t make me tell Dad what’s going on.”

      Heaving out a defeated breath, Chloe finally grumbled, “Okay, fine. I guess it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      “Exactly. Nia had some asshole trying to pick her up when she worked the front counter at the library. And when he turned too persistent for her comfort, we got a restraining order against him.”

      “Oh my God,” Chloe shrieked. “Why didn’t I know that?”

      Julian lifted a shoulder. “It turned out to be nothing. The man apologized, not having realized he was scaring her so much, and she never heard from him again.”

      “Well, let’s hope that’s what happens for me too.”

      “Amen,” I murmured just as Beau clapped his hands together across the yard. “Alright, Merrill,” he announced. “I just got confirmation that the last load has taken off with Maverick and Cress, so you are officially packed and moved. Want to take a final walk-through to see if we missed anything?”

      I glanced up at Vaughn in time to see the first uncomfortable expression I’d spotted tonight cross his features.

      “Sure,” he said, however.

      “Great.” Beau circled his finger in the air as if rounding up his crew and he started for the back door. “Let’s do it.”

      When Vaughn fell into step with him, I quickly tossed the empty plate in my hand toward the pile of pizza boxes and trailed behind them.

      Teagan and JB looked like they were completely immersed in all things Ava, so I left her outside and caught the door behind Vaughn before it could shut.

      He glanced back in surprise, not having realized I was there. “Oh! Sorry.”

      “No worries.” I smiled. “I just thought I’d tag along.” That uneasy expression he’d flashed a moment before was still concerning me. I didn’t want him to have to do this alone.

      Er, alone with Beau, that is.

      “Sure,” he told me, smiling in a way that I swear looked slightly relieved by my presence. At least, that’s what I was going to believe it meant.

      Then he turned back to the interior of the house and jarred to an immediate halt. “Whoa.”

      The kitchen was completely cleared out and empty, save for the cabinets and counters, plus a few appliances Vaughn had chosen to leave behind.

      I studied the shock on his face, not yet certain if it was the bad, regretful shock or just, you know, surprise about how much my family had gotten done in one day.

      Leaning toward him, I murmured, “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      His eyes found mine. They looked sad and lost, even as he said, “I don’t want to change my mind. This place hasn’t felt like home in a long time. Now, it finally looks how it feels.”

      That explanation broke my heart, and I patted his arm in comfort as I willed myself not to get teary-eyed in front of him.

      “If there’s ever anything you remember that’s been left here,” Beau was saying as he moved from the kitchen and into a short hall that led toward the front room, “Like your secret stash of porn or—”

      “Porn? Really?” I muttered, rolling my eyes as Vaughn and I slowed to stop behind my brother.

      Beau shot me a dark glance, ordering me to hush with his glare, and kept talking. “Gracen said houses like this are typically on the market for about a month, so you still have a few weeks to come back and get anything else before it’s too late.”

      “I would hate to leave my good porn behind,” Vaughn answered, only to send me a sly side grin.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes, while Beau lifted a hand in agreement, crying, “Right?”

      Men. They were just so weird.

      In the front room, the couch and pile of boxes that had been there only a short time ago were already gone, as was the trash sack that I’d tossed Vaughn’s razor into.

      Clearing my throat in guilt over what I’d done, I clasped my hands behind my back and tried to look innocent and unassuming.

      But neither Vaughn nor Beau were paying attention to me. “Gracen also suggested we paint this room before he started showing it, but if you don’t want to—”

      “No, no, that’s fine,” Vaughn assured, waving a hand. “Whatever he thinks is best.”

      Beau nodded solemnly and followed him from the living room.

      We passed the entrance to Duke’s room first, and Vaughn didn’t even pause or glance that way. But I did, swallowing as I realized this very doorway was the last place I’d seen his brother alive.

      It was also where I’d first met Vaughn.

      God, it hadn’t even been quite a year since then, and it felt like everything had changed since that fateful morning. It made me wonder what Vaughn and I would be doing right now if I’d just had the guts to tell Duke no, that I didn’t want to sleep with him, whether he was dying or not.

      I doubted Vaughn would be moving out of his childhood home right now, plus he and I probably never would’ve spoken again—wait. We never would’ve even met, would we?

      And Ava…

      Ava wouldn’t exist at all.

      Damn, I guess it was a good thing that I’d made that one really stupid decision. I hadn’t even had Ava in my life for three months, and I already couldn’t imagine an existence without her.

      Everything happened for a reason, I supposed.

      Hurrying after the two men, I found them in what had to be the master suite.

      “This was my parents’ room,” Vaughn was saying, his voice echoing slightly off the bare walls and hardwood floors. “Then, this one over here was what we called the computer room. But really, it was mostly Dad’s study. After he died, it just became a junk room.”

      My brother and I followed him quietly from room to room. “Then, this was my room.”

      The floors were carpeted in here. He motioned toward a stain near the center. “That was from the last time my mom let me drink Kool-Aid in my room. I was nine.”

      I smiled softly.

      Vaughn pointed toward a cracked indention in the wall. “And that’s from a shoe when I threw it at Duke after he was being irritating and refusing to leave me alone. I’d just gotten my license, and Dad wouldn’t let me drive for a month after that.”

      “Bentley threw a shoe at me once,” Beau remembered fondly. “A couple, actually.”

      Vaughn turned toward us, looking thoughtful. “I hadn’t thought of any of those memories in a long time,” he finally admitted before adding hopefully, “I think moving out is already helping.”

      And with that, he hurried through the doorway and down the hall towards Duke’s room like a man on a mission. At the entrance, he paused and stood there, silently looking in. A moment later, he stepped inside.

      Beau and I glanced at each other, then hurried after him. When we reached the opening, we peered curiously around the corner to find him just standing there, looking at the empty walls.

      All traces of his brother had been removed.

      He turned slowly and when he saw us, he stopped. For a moment, I thought he was going to be okay. But then his face broke, and he shattered, his expression crumbling into grief as his eyes flooded with tears.

      “He’s gone,” he rasped. “He’s really gone.”

      Gripping his head in his hands, he sobbed uncontrollably.

      “Vaughn,” I murmured, brushing past Beau and hurrying toward him.

      When I reached out, he gripped my arms at the elbows and stared into my eyes with a pleading expression, admitting, “I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to do this anymore. I just want him back.”

      “I know,” I said. “I know.”

      Honestly, I had no idea what his pain must be like, but he seemed to find some kind of comfort from my soft chant because he nodded as if grateful that I understood. Then he moved in and pressed his forehead to mine as he closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, letting the tears fall.

      I wiped at the wetness on his face, and he shifted closer, hugging me completely and burying his nose in my hair.

      I hugged him back, stroking his spine while he expelled as much pain as he could from his system.

      Over his shoulder, I caught sight of more people crowding around Beau and gaping worriedly into the room at us. Then JB promptly grabbed Luke, who’d been standing beside him, and he yanked him close, hugging his little brother hard. Then he kissed Luke’s hair, and Luke actually hugged him back.

      Behind them, Fox was hissing to Bentley, “Holy shit. I didn’t know packing up his brother’s room would do that to him. Should I put it all back?”

      “No,” Vaughn answered, pulling away from me so he could face the crowd in the doorway. He sniffed and wiped his face, then added, “This was what I needed. So, thank you. Thanks, all of you. I never would’ve been able to do this by myself.”

      “Well, dammit,” Luke muttered and pulled free of JB so he could step toward Vaughn. “Come here.” And he quite forcefully yanked Vaughn against him for a bear hug as he said, “You never have to do anything alone again. Not in this family. Not unless you just want to. And someone will probably prevent you from that, even then.”

      As Vaughn hugged him back, ordering, “Promise?” all the other gawkers from the hallway surged into the room to join in on the group hug as they reassured the loneliest man I’d ever met that he’d never be alone again.

      It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I was so incredibly proud of my family for accepting him into the fold.
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      The next morning, I woke in my same old bed but in a new place to live and a new life to start.

      Lucy’s garage was a pretty decent size, probably twelve-hundred square feet total, and even though a lawnmower, plus a couple more of her things, were pushed back into one corner, I had more space than I originally thought I would.

      It was all a mess right now with boxes everywhere. My television was stacked on top of my microwave that sat on the floor next to my dresser. My refrigerator was on the other side of that. I’d only gotten around to setting up my bed last night and searching for all the sheets before falling into it and passing out cold.

      In the light of day, I could see just how much work I had to do. Lucy had covered the cement floors with a couple of nice rugs, but the drywall was still unfinished, needing to be both mudded and painted, plus it smelled pretty strongly of gasoline and motor oil in here.

      But all in all, I loved it. It made me feel like the ultimate bachelor.

      I’d never actually felt like a bachelor before. I’d always been too concerned with taking care of Duke to think of any of that. It was kind of weird to think about now.

      Groaning, I sat up in bed and stretched my arms over my head. The blankets fell to my waist as I yawned, and I scratched my bare chest as I dropped my arms.

      The most pressing needs I had to accomplish for the day were finding a bathroom and getting some food into my stomach.

      Gaze straying toward the window where I could see the back door of the main house, I gulped uneasily. Lucy had given me a key last night, but going up there and just walking inside felt so very wrong, especially when I was already wondering if she was awake yet or still in bed with her sleepy, warm body embraced by soft sheets and—

      Yeah, I should not be thinking about my new landlady that way.

      Who was also the mother of my brother’s baby.

      Unease rumbled through my stomach. Moving in here might possibly be one of the stupidest things I’d ever done. I’d practically be living with the one woman I wanted but could never have. But here I was anyway. So I guess I needed to make the best of it.

      I crawled out of bed and dressed quickly, then hunted up the box labeled Bathroom Stuff. After piling my arms with everything I thought I’d need for a shower and then wrapping it all up inside a towel, along with a checkbook, I headed out the door and started up the gravel walkway that led to Lucy’s domain.

      If my bladder wasn’t being so persistent, I would’ve waited until later to bother her, but honestly, I couldn’t hold it much longer.

      After knocking on the back door, I glanced toward the garage, deciding tomorrow I could probably just whizz behind that, where no one could see me. I was actually about to do that, deciding not to bug Lucy, when the door opened.

      “You don’t have to knock, you know.”

      I turned, and the breath was sucked from my lungs all over again, just like it typically was in her presence.

      But dammit, I was doomed, wasn’t I?

      “Sorry, I, uh...yeah...” I sent her a nervous laugh. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

      “Well, I hope you don’t expect me to get out of bed to answer the door on the mornings that Ava actually lets me sleep in,” she said as she stepped back to let me in. “Because I can assure you, I will not be a happy camper if you do.”

      I smiled as I entered what looked to be a mudroom with a washer and dryer. “Okay, good point. I’ll work on that.”

      She winked. “Great. Come to the kitchen when you’re ready. I’ve got all your paperwork and agreements ready to sign.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I called when she turned away and strolled off, leaving me there to find my way to the back bathroom by myself, which wasn’t hard to do at all, it turned out. Three doors led from the utility room. The one behind me took me back outside where I’d just come from. The one she’d walked through seemed to lead into the kitchen, and I could see a toilet through the open doorway of the last entrance on the opposite side of the room.

      Hurrying that way, I took care of the morning’s first order of business, and after my shower, I changed back into the clothes I’d worn to the house. When I looked into the mirror, I frowned and ran my hand over my jaw, realizing it had been way too long since I had last shaved.

      But strangely, I hadn’t been able to spot my razor in my box of bathroom supplies this morning.

      Opening the medicine cabinet on the off chance there was a disposable razor up there, I frowned when I found it empty. The good news was that this meant I could store my own stuff in here and didn’t have to haul everything back and forth each morning when I used the bathroom.

      But I was still missing a razor.

      I stepped from the bathroom and crossed the mudroom to grab on to the door jamb and lean into the kitchen. “Hey...Lucy?” I called when I spotted her at the stove with her back to me. “You don’t happen to have a spare disposable razor I could borrow, do you? I think I lost mine in the move.”

      She turned, spatula in hand, and widened her eyes at me. Then she cleared her throat, spun away again, and quickly answered, “Uh, nope, sorry. Fresh out.”

      “Okay, no worries.” I’d just get one on my next grocery run.

      I was about to head back to the bathroom and pick up my stuff when I spotted Ava sitting on a bouncer on the floor near the kitchen table.

      Brightening, I said, “Well, look who’s awake over here.”

      Needing me some Ava love, I crossed the room to her and knelt in front of the bouncer to tickle her toes that she was kicking around.

      When she saw me, she burst out grinning.

      “Man, I love that smile.”

      “I know,” Lucy murmured from behind me. “The first time she did it, I think I melted on the spot.”

      I glanced over at her. “I’m guessing she’s been treating you better lately. Is the purple crying at night finally over?”

      “Mostly,” she said. “It’s a lot better, anyway. And I’ve gotten better, too, about dealing with her on those nights that she resists sleep. Mom doesn’t even come over to help anymore.”

      “Good. That’s great.”

      “It’s definitely a relief for me.” Lucy finished what she was cooking, and carried her pan to the table, adding, “I made some scrambled eggs and toast, if you want any.”

      I glanced up as she seated herself. When I noticed the table was set for two, a deep longing unfurled inside me. It could be like this every morning, something dark and tempting whispered inside me. The three of us together. The perfect instant family.

      And then I felt like immediate shit for thinking that. The only reason we were here together like this now was because of Duke, or more importantly because Duke had died. I should in no way gain anything from his death.

      “You didn’t have to make me food,” I said, or make me want to belong here.

      “Actually,” Lucy started, lifting her eyebrows as she patted the tabletop in front of my place setting. “I kind of do. According to the lease agreement I have worked out here, I’m to provide at least a continental breakfast, if not a full one, for you every morning. Here. Feel free to read this over while you eat.”

      I reluctantly sat down and slid the paper across the table toward me to read it.

      I’d been feeling so upbeat and positive this morning too. After all of the support Lucy’s family had given me last night, I’d been raw and vulnerable, but in a good way. Like I’d stripped myself down to the bone and was ready to remake myself. A fresh beginning could now commence, and I was looking forward to that.

      But how dare I do that with Duke gone? And with what should’ve been Duke’s family?

      When I tried to read the agreement, the words initially blurred in front of me. But then I clamped my hand around my thigh under the table and dug my fingernails into my jeans, and eventually, I was able to focus and concentrate.

      It didn’t take me long to realize why Beau had been so concerned about his sister renting out to just anyone. Her tenant could have free reign of the back bathroom, washer and dryer, plus anything in the kitchen. She also agreed to provide at least a continental breakfast each morning and allowed the tenant to eat any food that wasn’t marked. Water, electricity, heating and air, trash service, and Wi-Fi would be provided by her. The list went on, and I just kept wincing over how much she was going to provide.

      I mean, I could see why she was offering so much extra—because the garage wasn’t exactly glamorous—but damn, the wrong person could totally take advantage of her.

      I bit my tongue to keep from voicing any of these concerns, and I signed the lease agreement without comment before writing her a check for the agreed-upon price.

      “Here’s your first month of rent,” I said, setting the check on top of the signed contract and sliding both her way. “Plus the security deposit.”

      “Thank you.” Lucy accepted the pile and picked up the check to examine it for a long moment.

      “All there?” I finally asked, entertained by how she had to double-check it.

      “Hmm?” She looked up, slightly distracted.

      I grinned. “Did you think I was going to underpay or something?”

      “Just the opposite, actually,” she confessed, rolling her eyes. “I was sure you were going to overpay with some kind of lame excuse.”

      “Aah.” I chuckled and nodded in understanding before I added, “I think I’ll wait for the mint on my pillow each night before I start the heavy tipping.”

      Lucy sniffed at my joke and then broke into a rueful smile. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind. Now eat.” She nudged the pan of eggs at me, as well as a plate full of toast, but then she paused. “You do like eggs, right? I mean, you ate them for my mom, but maybe you were just being nice.”

      “No, I actually like them,” I said and took a heaping plateful before grabbing a piece of toast.

      “I was going to add some bacon to the mix, but it was a little outdated, so I threw it out instead.

      “Welp.” I picked up my knife and began to butter the toast. “Definitely no tip for you, then.”

      She smiled.

      Crossing her legs so her bare foot could bob and resting her elbows on the table, she propped her chin on her hands and watched me start my breakfast. Her plate was empty, and it looked as if she’d already eaten.

      Growing uncomfortably warm with the full focus of her attention on me, I cleared my throat, just as my mind started to wander. I wondered how nice it’d be to catch her bobbing foot and set it on my thigh so I could massage her calf while I ate, teasing her by slowly moving my strokes higher. She might even tease me back, shifting her toes along my thigh until—

      Fuck, I really need to stop with that line of thinking. I cleared my throat again.

      “Do you need a drink?” she started, reaching for a pitcher of orange juice at the exact same moment that I reached for it as well.

      Our hands collided.

      “Sorry,” we said together, pulling back at the same time. She clutched her palm to her chest as if it’d been bitten, and I found myself flexing my fingers because of the sizzling jolt of awareness that had arced through me at contact.

      “Go ahead,” I finally offered, motioning her to take the pitcher.

      But she flushed and shook her head. “No, sorry. I was only going to get you a drink, but you probably know how much you want more than I do.”

      I couldn’t argue that point, so I reached out again. The air grew tense and heavy between us. I was ultra-aware of every move I made. It was excruciatingly extreme.

      And Lucy didn’t look as if she was faring any better. She rubbed at the back of her neck before sending me a tight smile.

      After pouring my drink, I set the orange juice down and decided to just address the elephant in the room.

      “Do we need to talk about the ki—”

      “What? No!” she blurted, her eyes going wide with alarm. Then she cringed and shook her head. “I mean, no. I don’t think that’s necessary. At all. Do you think we need to talk about it?”

      “Uh, no,” I answered, swallowing and shaking my head vigorously. “Not at all. I just… I guess I wanted to make sure I at least apologized.”

      She blinked as if confused by why she was getting an apology. So I opened my mouth to explain.

      Except she rushed to wave her hand, dismissing the matter. “Oh, you don’t have anything to apologize for,” she insisted. “Emotions were running high. We acted in the heat of the moment, and it was just a…a thoughtless blip that’ll never happen again.”

      “Right…” I said slowly, nodding my head once and watching her expression. She blushed, refusing to meet my gaze. It wasn’t until I added a quiet, “Never again,” that she looked up as if surprised and maybe a little disappointed that I had agreed.

      But no way in hell was I going to go against anything she said or wanted here. If she wanted to call the hottest kiss of my entire life a blip, then it was a fucking blip. End of story.

      In her bouncer, Ava began to fuss, interrupting the moment.

      The little imp had a habit of interrupting her mommy and me. I hadn’t yet decided if I was irritated by that or grateful for it.

      Lucy seemed grateful, however, as she popped from her chair a little too eagerly and hurried to the bouncer, where she pulled the chubby munchkin into her arms.

      “Were you feeling left out over here? Need to be the center of attention again?” Lucy kissed her cheeks, and the baby immediately smiled and cooed in response, a slobber bubble forming from her mouth.

      I shook my head. “I swear, she just gets cuter and cuter every day.”

      “She does,” Lucy agreed and glanced my way. “And she knows it too.”

      “As she should,” I murmured, watching Lucy nuzzle her nose into Ava’s cheek, and Ava grabbed a handful of her hair, promptly chewing on it.

      I smiled, realizing how much I’d missed watching them together. I’d stayed away less than a month, and it’d been too much.

      Never again, I told myself. I needed this—these two right here, just like this—too much to screw things up again.

      I would forget about the kiss, I assured myself. Because I didn’t want to lose them.

      I think I stared too long, though, because Lucy cleared her throat and glanced uneasily my way. “Well, I better change her diaper and feed her. If you’ll excuse us...” She’d already started inching her way out of the kitchen.

      “Yeah, sure.” I waved them off, tearing my gaze away. “Don’t mind me. I can see myself out when I’m done.”

      “Okay. Cool.” She flashed me a relieved smile. “And let me know if you need help with settling in with anything today.”

      “Will do.”

      With that, she hurried from the room, leaving me alone. I blew out a breath and finished my meal before cleaning up after myself and returning to my new garage apartment.

      There wasn’t a curtain or blind over the two windows this place had to offer, so I started a list of things to get the next time I was at the store. Didn’t take me long to add extension cords and power strips under blinds and one of those handheld vacuum things.

      I mostly had the bigger things in place as to where I wanted them to go and was just unpacking boxes when a knock came at my door a couple of hours later.

      Not at all expecting visitors, I cautiously opened the door and peered out, only to blink when I saw Lucy standing there with Ava, who had a baby sunhat on her head to block her eyes from the daylight.

      “Hey.” Lucy’s voice was a little too perky and high. She sounded nervous. “We thought you might be so busy unpacking that you forgot lunch, so we made you a sandwich.” Then she winced as she held it out, all wrapped in a plastic bag. “Sorry if it has too much mayo. Ava got a little wild with the butter knife.”

      I grinned at her explanation and reached out. “Thanks, but you didn’t need to—”

      “It was Ava’s idea,” Lucy broke in before leaning forward and lowering her voice. “I think she’s aiming to be niece of the year or something.”

      “Is that so?” Lifting the brim of the baby’s sunhat, I leaned down to make eye contact with Ava herself. “Well, no worries there, kiddo,” I told her. “I have it on very good authority that you’re the frontrunner in that particular contest.”

      She broke into a gummy smile and kicked her legs. I chuckled, delighted by how healthy and happy she was.

      “So how’s the moving-in going?” Lucy asked.

      “Well...” I opened the door wider and stepped back. “See for yourself.”

      Lucy looked hesitant at first, but then she entered the garage, and her eyes widened. “Wow. You work fast. And it looks so close to a true apartment now. I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks.” Nodding my pride, I unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite. “Mmm.”

      I’d been expecting a regular ham or turkey, but it was pickle and pimiento loaf, topped with cheese and shredded lettuce. I don’t think I’d had one of these since I was a kid and my mom had kept this kind of sandwich meat around the house. It brought back my childhood, and I enjoyed every bite, even as I wondered if this was the kind of sandwich Lucy had eaten the first time I’d seen her.

      No wonder why she’d looked so happy that day.

      Across the garage, she was walking around my new living space, carrying Ava Grace with her and studying my things. I liked seeing her here a little too much, so I turned away, asking, “You want a drink? I have some sodas, I think.”

      But as I moved to the refrigerator to get us some chilled cans, she called, “No thanks. We’re good.”

      I got myself one, anyway, and chased the sandwich down with a long, refreshing, carbonated drink. By the time I lowered my can, Lucy was done examining my apartment and was now watching me.

      Heat stirred between my legs. But God, there were so many things I wanted to do to this woman.

      “Well…” she sighed out a long breath and lifted her eyebrows. “I was going to offer you some help, but at this point, I think we’d just be in the way.”

      “Yeah, I got this,” I said while thanking her with a smile. “You’ve already done too much with breakfast and lunch. I appreciate it.”

      She nodded and strolled toward the exit, a mischievous twinkle lighting her eyes as she said, “I guess we’ll just get out of your hair, then. Have fun unpacking.”

      I watched her go, frowning slightly. The whole encounter seemed slightly odd to me, but I shook my head and moved on, soon forgetting about it until later that night.

      I crawled under my sheets at bedtime and laid down, only to curse and lurch upright when my cheek met something...not soft or pillow-like. “What the…?”

      I twisted and found a small, green foil package slipping off my pillow and in between the crack of another one, getting lost in the sheets.

      Lifting the pillow, I frowned and picked up the tiny object, blinking until I realized what it was. And then I threw my head back and laughed.

      Oh, she hadn’t.

      Unable to let this go, I reached for my phone I was charging on the nightstand at my bedside, and I immediately texted Lucy.

      
        
        VAUGHN: Not just a mint on my pillow, but a CHOCOLATE mint, huh? You’re spoiling me.

        

      

      But as soon as I sent that off, I realized I hadn’t messaged her since her big, long texting apology weeks before.

      God, that felt like eons ago. Yet our kiss still seemed as if it had happened yesterday.

      I thumped my head back into the pillows and wondered for about the millionth time if I was doing the right thing. Living this close to her would be like playing with fire. Then again, I couldn’t stay away. Not again.

      My phone dinged with a reply, and I looked down, hungry to read her response.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: We aim to please here at Casa de Gamble.

        

      

      With a chuckle, I wrote back.

      
        
        VAUGHN: You succeeded.

        

      

      Pressing the phone to my chest, I looked up at the rafters of the ceiling above me and sighed. Then I ate my mint chocolate, thinking about the woman who’d given it to me.

      It didn’t matter if living here had been the wrong move or not; I wasn’t going anywhere.
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      I didn’t see much of Vaughn for the first half of the week.

      He seemed to get up a lot earlier than I did on workdays and was in and out of the house before I even got out of bed. But I always saw traces of his presence; either a banana would be missing from the counter or all the dishes would be cleaned and put away.

      Tuesday night, I wrote a message to him on the whiteboard I had stuck to my refrigerator.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: I bought some sausage, egg, and cheese breakfast burritos if you want any. They’re in the freezer.

        

      

      And by the time I got up the next morning, he’d written back.

      
        
        VAUGHN: Thanks!

        

      

      I heard him a little more in the evenings. The back door would open and shut while I was in the nursery, feeding Ava, but I still didn’t actually see him again in the flesh until Wednesday.

      I was in the kitchen, making myself some spaghetti for supper when I heard him enter the utility room.

      “Hey, Vaughn?” I called.

      “Yeah?” He appeared in the doorway, eyebrows raised politely in question. He wore a gray, V-neck T-shirt, black jogging shorts, and had on running shoes. His hair was damp and curling slightly, and sweat stains coated his shirt.

      He looked so yummy I momentarily forgot what I’d wanted to say to him.

      The man had to furrow his brows in concern and ask, “Everything okay?” before I could jostle myself from my staring ways.

      “Sorry! Yes. I was just going to say…” Pausing to clear my throat, I tried to pretend I wasn’t blushing when I could feel my face heat about twenty degrees. “I’m making some spaghetti and I always have tons leftover. So if you want any….” I lifted my brows, letting the rest of the question dangle.

      “Uh…” The uncomfortable expression on his face told me that he did not want any, but politeness had him slowly answering, “Sure, but I…” He motioned over his shoulder. “Do you mind if I shower first? I just got done with a workout.”

      My gaze skimmed over him against my will. But, yes, I could tell he’d just gotten done with a workout, and wow, did he look good all sweaty and exhausted. I kind of wanted to give him a full-body, deep tissue massage now. Mmm.

      “O-of course,” I fumbled out, forcing my eyes back up to a respectable place. “Take your time. I’m not quite done yet anyway.”

      “Great, then,” he said, looking relieved. “I’ll see you in a bit. Thanks.” He patted the door frame in farewell and disappeared from the entryway before I heard the bathroom door shut.

      Pressing a hand to my chest, I sighed and whispered, “No. Thank you.”

      As if he heard me, the bathroom door reopened. “Oh, I forgot,” he added, reappearing in the doorway.

      Shit. My hand was still resting against my heartbeat, and my eyes felt like saucers as I squeaked out, “Yes?” I jerked my hand down, hoping he hadn’t heard my naughty little rejoinder.

      His gorgeous lips quirked into a smile before he held up a pack of disposable razors. “Since you said you’d run out too, I got you a refill when I picked up some for myself. Here you go.” And he tossed the package toward me.

      I caught the razors against my chest, then held them out and looked down at his kind, considerate gift, feeling like the worst person on the planet.

      When I looked up, I knew I was going to start bawling at any moment, and Vaughn immediately read my expression, his own falling with disappointment.

      “I got the wrong brand,” he guessed.

      “No,” I gushed, hugging the razors to my chest. “They’re perfect. It’s just…” When he stepped toward me, looking concerned, I shook my head in denial and skipped backward away from him. “Oh my God,” I cried. “Why do you have to be so freaking nice? It’s going to make me confess everything, and you’re going to realize how truly awful I am.”

      Vaughn slowed to a stop and frowned before saying, “What’re you talking about?”

      Closing my eyes, I groaned and just spit it out, admitting, “I threw your last razor away.”

      It took him a moment to answer, and when he did, saying, “Huh?” he sounded utterly bewildered.

      I risked opening my lashes again, cringing as I did so. “At your house,” I tried to explain. “I saw the razor in your box of bathroom supplies sitting on top of a pile of other stuff ready to be moved, and I…I…You know...” I waved my hand in a circle, begging him to connect the dots from there so I wouldn’t have to explain everything.

      But all he did was blink. “So you just...threw my razor in the trash?”

      Oh my Lord; this was so completely humiliating.

      Nodding, I sighed and said, “Yes.”

      “But why?” He frowned and shook his head. “Did it look too used and rusted or something?”

      “No.” I huffed out a breath, hating that he was just not getting this by himself. “I threw it away because...because I was afraid you’d use it.”

      He stared at me for a full second before squinting. “I’m so confused right now.”

      “I like your beard thing, alright,” I snapped and then whimpered, covering my face with one hand as I continued to clutch the package of razors he’d bought me against my chest with the other. “God, this is so freaking embarrassing. I just wasn’t ready for you to shave all that sexiness off yet, so I—you know—threw the razor away as soon as I saw it. It was a stupid, impulsive decision, and I am so, so sorry. And mortified, and just completely—”

      “It’s fine,” Vaughn interrupted as he lifted his hand to stop me. But he didn’t seem to know what else to say about what I’d done, either. He blushed before clearing his throat and adding, “I, uh, I needed to restock anyway. Thank you for letting me know what happened to the last one, though.”

      I was too embarrassed to say anything else, so I just nodded.

      And Vaughn knew just how attracted I was to him now.

      Wasn’t that great?

      He studied me quietly, and the look in his eyes heated my libido. I saw yearning and need and questions. It made me think about Sunday morning when he’d tried to bring up our one kiss, but I’d rebuffed the topic completely. It was more than obvious that he’d said it would never happen again as a way to agree with me and give me what he thought I wanted.

      But now I had to wonder how that chat would’ve gone if I’d instead just confessed that I thought about him constantly and ached for him in ways I knew I shouldn’t.

      Would he have admitted the same thing?

      From the way he was looking at me now, I kind of think he might have.

      And then he took a cautious step toward me, his gaze intent on mine the whole time.

      I dropped my hands down to my sides, letting him know I was receptive to the idea of us getting closer, even though I was too afraid to make a move myself.

      He heaved out an unsteady breath and took another step.

      Just as my doorbell rang.

      We both jumped and lurched apart, despite the fact that we’d never gotten within six feet of each other.

      Swallowing thickly, I motioned toward the front room. “I… I’m going to get the door.”

      He shifted backward toward the laundry room. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      We both nodded at each other and then hurried in our separate directions.

      My body was still thrumming with overactive anticipation when I pulled the door open to find my cousin Cress and his boyfriend calling.

      “Hey, guys.” I pushed out a big smile and hoped to God they couldn’t hear just how winded I sounded.

      Thank goodness, Cress seemed oblivious as he swept inside and opened his arms wide for a hug. “Cuzzy,” he cried happily. “Give me some sweet sugar.”

      I laughed, always happier in Cress’s sunny presence, and I pulled him in close, meeting his boyfriend’s gaze over his shoulder.

      “Mav,” I murmured with a nod.

      He bobbed his chin at me. “Sup?”

      These two being together had always intrigued me. Maverick was the definition of the tough, macho male of few words, always straight-faced and severe, while Cress was an absolute marshmallow, big on drama and emotions, and always had something to say. Yet they seemed to mesh well together, better than most couples, in fact. It made me wonder what kind of personality I would need from someone else to make me feel happy and complete.

      When Vaughn’s face flashed through my head, I cleared my throat and lifted my gaze to Cress just as he peered around the front room.

      “And where is that precious little bundle of love you birthed? I need some snuggles from her too.”

      I blinked at the gift bag he handed me, frowning as I tried to remember if he’d already given me a baby gift or not. I think he had. Shaking my head in confusion, I finally answered, “She’s napping.”

      “Aah. Well, in that case, we brought cheesecake.” Cress motioned toward Maverick, who lifted a plastic-covered, pie-shaped container I hadn’t realized he’d been holding until now.

      My eyes widened and my mouth began to water. “Oh, wow. What in the world did I do to deserve all this?”

      Cress smiled coyly and fluttered his lashes teasingly. “I’m going to tell you...just as soon as we all get a piece.”

      “In that case...” I hooked my arm through his and ordered, “This way.”

      As I led him toward the kitchen, Maverick shut the door behind us and followed.

      Once we reached the table, Cress plopped himself down on a chair and snapped his fingers at me, saying, “Forks, please.”

      I set down my baby gift and clapped in excitement before obediently fetching three forks. By the time I returned, both men were already seated and had the lid to the cheesecake pulled open.

      I handed them each a fork, and the three of us silently dug in, Cress picking a chocolate-drizzled piece, Maverick going for plain cheesecake, and I attacked the only slice of strawberry marble that was available.

      After each of us took a mouthful, we moaned in unison and nodded our appreciation at each other.

      “God, that hit the spot,” I announced after swallowing.

      Cress snickered. “Funny. That’s exactly what Maverick said to me just last night.”

      “Oh geez,” I muttered and rolled my eyes. “Just rub it in that you guys are getting some, and I’m not, why don’t you.”

      “Speaking of getting some,” Cress said, grinning wickedly as he leaned close and waggled his brows. “How’s that new roommate been working out for you?”

      “Oh my God, shut up,” I hissed, widening my eyes at him. “He’s in the bathroom right now, taking a shower, so zzt. And besides, he’s not my roommate. He’s my tenant. And that is definitely not happening between us.”

      Even though it very well might’ve been happening this very moment, if Cress hadn’t arrived and interrupted us.

      But I was just going to chalk that—whatever it had been—up to a strange blip too.

      “Wait.” Maverick lifted a hand and shook his head as if to clear it. “Did you say he’s in the shower right now?”

      “Like, right now, right now?” Cress added.

      Yeah. They had to focus on that, didn’t they, when I’d been trying so desperately not to think about it.

      When I nodded and sent them each a please-don’t-say-it death glare, Cress blinked and glanced at Maverick, who lifted his eyebrows in interest. They turned back to me in unison.

      “You mean, he’s showering in the back bathroom, which is basically on the other side of that very wall, right this second?” Cress pressed.

      “Yes,” I gritted out from between clenched teeth.

      “So… At this very moment, he’s naked on the other side of that wall?” Maverick clarified.

      It was actually two walls away, but close enough.

      “Naked and wet?” Cress clarified. “Most likely rubbing suds all over his slick, beautiful flesh. And then lifting his face to the water and letting it sluice over him in glorious rivulets?”

      Jesus, that was not the picture I wanted in my head, but honestly it had already been there.

      And….

      Now I was picturing Vaughn reaching between his legs and washing his swollen cock as he turned his face to the water and let the spray run over him. God, I bet he looked marvelous doing it too.

      Cress, Maverick, and I shuddered together.

      “Oh, to be Superman and see through walls right now,” Maverick murmured, glancing toward the utility room.

      “Amen,” Cress murmured, lifting a fist his boyfriend’s way so they could bump their knuckles together and sigh as one.

      “Do you think he has those love lines above the hips like you’ve got?” Cress asked Maverick.

      His boyfriend lifted his eyebrows. “One could only hope.”

      “Oh geez. You guys are too much,” I said because now I was also wondering if Vaughn had a certain moneymaker.

      Cress grinned as he tilted his head to rest it on Maverick’s shoulder. “We love checking out straight men together,” he told me. “It’s, like, our favorite pastime.”

      Maverick smiled affectionately at the crown of Cress’s head before he leaned in to kiss his boyfriend’s hair and wrap an arm around his shoulders. “Yes, it is.”

      When Cress cuddled closer and lifted his hand to cover Maverick’s, I noticed a thick gold band on his ring finger, encrusted with a layer of tiny diamonds.

      “Wait a second.” I reached out to grab Cress’s hand and immediately pulled it closer for a detailed inspection. Still holding his fingers captive, I lifted my gaze and glanced between both men, who were currently trying to contain their smug grins.

      “And she finally notices,” Cress announced dramatically.

      My jaw dropped. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Yes, girl.” Cress grinned. “Maverick asked me to marry him.”

      “Oh my God!” I screamed. “Oh my God!” Springing from my chair, I opened my arms wide and yanked Cress into another hug. “This is so awesome! Congratulations, you guys.”

      He grinned and laughed with me as we started to dance in a circle around the kitchen.

      Until a winded voice suddenly rasped from behind us, “Wha…?”

      “Holy shit,” Maverick said, blinking toward the laundry room in astonishment.

      My cousin and I whirled around to find a half-naked—or maybe he was fully naked under the towel—Vaughn skidding to a halt in my kitchen, hair wet and water streaming down his bare chest.

      Clutching a wad of terrycloth to his waist, he blinked fear and worry from his eyes as he glanced between me and the other two as if searching for a threat, only to find nothing wrong.

      “Uh…” I started, not sure what else to say, since I was a little too busy staring to think up actual words.

      Brown eyes veered my way. “You screamed,” he explained, still trying to catch his breath.

      “Oh!” I pressed my hands to my cheeks and flushed in embarrassment. “Sorry. They just told me they were getting married, and I got a little excited.”

      Cress touched my arm. “And…” he added. “I was going to ask you if you wanted to be one of my groomswomen?”

      Gasping, I whirled toward him. “Seriously? You want me?”

      “Yes, honey.” Cress lifted a calming hand before explaining, “Trick will have to be my best man, of course, since he introduced me to Mav…”

      Next to us, Maverick snorted at that.

      “But you definitely have to be up there with me somewhere. You’re one of my best friends on earth.”

      “Aw… Of course, I’ll be up there with you,” I gushed, wiping a tear from my eye. “I’d be honored.”

      Cress and I hugged again, while Maverick cleared his throat, reminding us we still had a streaming-wet, half-naked Vaughn in our midst.

      My cousin and I immediately broke apart and went back to gazing at all the glorious male flesh on display. I mean, sure, the upper portion stole most of my attention, but even his sculpted hairy calves and bare feet looked too yummy and lickable for me not to drool over.

      He had these ideal, sun-kissed shoulders, nice and wide and shaped to perfection with an impressive chest, sprinkled with the slightest amount of hair that covered cut pecs and abs. And Lord have mercy, the boys had been right; there was a clear inguinal crease peeking out from the top of his towel and hugging his hip bones.

      And was that slight bulge filling the towel just a few inches lower his dick print?

      Realizing that Maverick, Cress, and I were ogling, Vaughn inched an uncomfortable step back and motioned behind him with his free hand as the other hand tightened around his towel, only making his package even more defined through the cloth.

      “I, uh, I’m just going to go back to the… yeah. Sorry for interrupting.”

      “We didn’t mind,” Maverick assured him, the interest in his gaze causing Vaughn’s eyes to flare with surprise.

      “Not at all,” Cress purred, adding a humming sound to the back of his throat that seemed to unsettle Vaughn even more. Cress hooked his arm through mine. “Anyone willing to come to my cousin’s rescue bare-ass naked is always a welcome interruption.” Then he winked. “Especially when he looks like you.”

      I groaned and slapped an embarrassed hand to my forehead while Vaughn blinked.

      Then, he murmured an uncertain, “Right. Well…” He backed a step away and waved in farewell. “Congratulations on the engagement.”

      “Aw, thank you, sweetie,” Cress cooed. “We’ll make sure you get a seat up with the rest of the family.”

      “Cool.” Vaughn nodded his thanks before turning tail and rushing back into the utility room.

      I couldn’t help but notice that he’d trimmed some of the beard growing around his jaw and down his neck, but he’d left the rest of it alone.

      Just for me.

      A zing of pleasure spiraled through me.

      The three of us left in the kitchen said nothing until we heard the door shut. And then we spun to each other, our eyebrows lifted.

      “You lucky little shit, you.” Cress cheered, shoving my arm.

      “Lucky?!” I hissed.

      “Yes,” he argued. “That man is fine! And you get to see him every freaking day.”

      “Yes,” I agreed full-heartedly. “He is. And yes, I do. So how the hell am I supposed to sleep tonight, knowing all that is in my backyard?”

      “Maybe by offering to turn down his covers for him at bedtime?” Maverick suggested with a shrug.

      His fiancé snickered and bumped their shoulders together. “Good one.”

      I sighed hopelessly.

      “Now I see why you made it with a dying man,” my cousin tossed in, nudging my arm. “I mean, if Ava’s baby daddy looked anything like big brother—”

      “He didn’t,” I assured on a glower as I dropped my hands. “I mean, considering the size of that lump protruding from the front of Vaughn’s towel alone, I’d say the two were built nothing alike.”

      “Oh, you saw that too, huh?” Cress lifted his brows and stepped closer, whispering, “Wasn’t it impressive? I mean, from the looks of things, I’d say he might just be as heavily endowed as Mav is.”

      “Close maybe,” Maverick had to admit, nodding. “But I still probably got an inch or so on him.”

      “Oh, for sure,” Cress agreed, stroking his arm soothingly.

      “You guys aren’t helping any,” I muttered dryly. “Now I’m definitely not going to get any sleep tonight.”

      “I’d take care of myself before bed, if I were you,” Cress suggested.

      Maverick nodded. “Yeah. So would I.”
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      Now I was torn.

      Avoiding Lucy no longer seemed like an option I even wanted to consider exploring. I had to be near her. It was an unexplainable need I felt in my bones. And yet, after that near kiss in her kitchen over the package of razors, I had no idea how to face her again.

      I know, technically, we hadn’t done anything wrong, but I felt even guiltier about Wednesday’s encounter than I had after pushing her against a wall and attempting to extract her tonsils with my tongue during our fight a month ago.

      Because on Wednesday, we hadn’t argued or been high on emotions, and I hadn’t stepped toward her, totally intending to make a move, because it’d been in the heat of the moment, as Lucy had described our first kiss. I’d stepped toward her, totally intending to make a move, because I’d wanted her as I’d never wanted anyone before in my life.

      And I felt like a complete ass for it. But dammit, why couldn’t I just keep my hands off her? I could almost bet the last person she’d been with was my brother, and he’d probably touched her naked body all over. I’m sure he’d kissed her and put his mouth on her—

      Jesus, I really didn’t want to think about what they’d done together, even though those very images were beginning to haunt me more and more lately.

      It was none of my business, and I had no claim to her whatsoever.

      But still…

      I wondered, and the thoughts festered.

      Ergo, facing her again seemed like more than I could handle.

      Twenty-four hours later, I learned I could handle it because I had to. And Ava Grace forced my hand, showing me how.

      I’d been hoping to avoid the house altogether: piss behind the garage, go out for supper, and just stay in my little hidey-hole. But then I spilled some ketchup on the shirt I was wearing, and it was my favorite shirt. So I needed some stain remover…which I did not have.

      Wincing, I hurried to the house, and eased through the back door with a small load of laundry, hoping to get the one shirt cleaned, only to hear my niece wailing from the living room, and Lucy’s voice calling down the hall from the bedrooms.

      “I’m coming, kiddo. Just give Mommy one minute, okay? I’ll be right there.”

      Tossing my pile of shirts on top of the washer, I said, “I can get her,” and I hurried to the front room, where Ava was in her swing, upset because it had stopped moving.

      “Hey, little girl,” I murmured, kneeling in front of her and reaching for her safety belt.

      She grinned when she saw me, instantly done crying, and she kicked her feet like an excited puppy as I unstrapped her.

      “Yes, I’m happy to see you too.” Eager to get my hands on all her sweetness, I pulled her from the swing and brought her against my chest to kiss her head and smell her hair.

      As we turned to face the rest of the room, Lucy exploded from the hallway, pulling down a shirt she’d obviously just put on. I barely saw a glimpse of her stomach, but it was enough to stop me in my tracks and want to see more.

      “Sorry,” she panted from a winded voice. “She just threw up on me, so I had to change my shirt.”

      She stepped closer as if to take her daughter, but I shifted slightly, letting her know I wanted to keep holding her—a little tactic I’d learned from Noel.

      “What a strange coincidence,” I murmured, kissing Ava’s head again. “I just spilled half a hamburger on my shirt and was coming up here to wash it.”

      Lucy laughed and agreed, “That is weird.” Then she hitched a thumb over her shoulder. “But, hey, do you mind if I throw my shirt in with yours? We could just wash them together.”

      It was a completely innocent, legitimate question. But it felt so domestic and tempting, like we were a regular couple, setting up house together. A part of me wanted to yell no and rush from the house because the major portion of my soul loved the idea.

      Swallowing my reservations, I managed a nod. “S-sure. My things are sitting on top of the washer.”

      She brightened. “Great.” After turning away, she disappeared down the hall for a moment before returning with a wad of cloth in her hand.

      I continued to hold Ava and bounce her up and down in my arms as I walked us around the living room. I, honest to God, loved to hold her. It always made me feel happier.

      Except the happier I felt just being with Ava and Lucy, the more guilt that ate away at me too.

      Thriving from my brother’s death would be the worst thing I could ever do. I knew he had wanted me to be okay and not miserable. But I needed to do that in any other direction than where his daughter and her mother lay.

      In the backroom, I heard the washer begin, and then Lucy returned, her smile so infectious that I fell flat in love with her, right there in her living room, as simple as that.

      And thus, agony gnawed at my gut.

      “Thanks,” she started, strolling my way.

      This time, I handed the baby back immediately, rattled to my core.

      Lucy took Ava and kissed her cheeks before settling the infant into her arms, completely oblivious to what I was thinking and feeling.

      “Well…” I started, shoving my hands into my back pockets and reversing away from the enticing pair. “I should probably get back to…”

      I motioned blindly toward the direction of the garage when both her phone and mine seemed to ding simultaneously.

      “Hmm…” she murmured, sending me a curious glance. “I wonder what that’s about.”

      I pulled my phone from my front pocket as she fetched hers from the coffee table. Not expecting to find anything from one of her family members, I blinked in surprise before reading the group text.

      

      CRESS: No-parent engagement party for me and Mav @ Fox and Bella’s place this Saturday. 7 pm.

      

      “Well, they work fast,” Lucy said, shaking her head in amusement as I lifted my face and frowned.

      “What does a no-parent party mean?”

      “Oh!” She chuckled. “It means none of our parents will be there, so we’ll most likely act crazier and get tons drunker than if the whole family was invited.”

      I nodded but still didn’t quite understand all that, so Lucy tried to explain. “Almost everyone that’s about our age is kind of like the second generation of friends. Our parents started the group, you see, and when they had us kids, we were raised practically like siblings. Or cousins. However you want to see it. Anyway, for some reason, we stayed as close as the first generation did. So we like to party a lot without them around too.”

      That made a little more sense to me, but it still didn’t explain one thing. “Why did I get an invite, though? You think they included me by accident?”

      “Nope.” Lucy seemed amused by my confusion. “I don’t think it was an accident at all.” Eyebrows lifting, she said, “I do believe you’re considered one of us now, Mr. Merrill.”

      Another wave of longing and joy mixed with guilt and torment washed over me. I’d felt so alone for so long, taking care of Duke by myself. Having a huge support system and foundation now was a dream come true. But if it took losing my brother to gain all this…

      I felt sick to my stomach, even as I wanted to pull every single one of Lucy’s family members close and just hug them.

      “You should go,” Lucy was telling me. “I think you’ll have fun.”

      I glanced at her, not sure how to handle the two polar-opposite emotions raging through me. But something about the way she worded that made me think she wouldn’t be going to the party herself.

      “Are you not going?”

      “Oh!” She blushed in surprise at the question and shook her head, hugging her daughter closer. “No, I don’t think so. I’d have to find a sitter, and I haven’t left Ava with anyone yet except for Mom when I’ve had to go to work. And I’d hate to ask her for this since she’s already watching the baby every weekday.”

      I nodded, then murmured, “I probably won’t go, either, then.”

      I wouldn’t feel as if I belonged if Lucy wasn’t there since she and Ava were my only link to the family.

      She opened her mouth as if to argue with me but then pressed her lips together and bobbed her head, respecting my wishes.

      A moment of awkward silence ensued. I suddenly felt as if I needed to apologize because I’d somehow let her down.

      Unable to ignore the itching need to get her to smile again, I blurted, “You said I could use the grill, right?”

      “Yeah, sure,” she answered immediately. “Whenever you want.”

      “Thanks. I, uh…” When she lifted her brows, waiting for me to continue, I just pushed the words out and then held my breath in anticipation after saying, “I have a couple of extra steaks if you want one.”

      Usually, she was the one to invite me to eat with her. I wasn’t sure if I was sending some kind of message or just being nice and returning the favor by asking this time. I knew it was dangerous to keep spending so much personal time in her company. But I just liked being around her so much, and Jesus, she needed to eat too.

      Pleasure and surprise flooded her features before she said, “Okay. That’d be great. Thank you. I’ll whip up a pasta salad or something to go with them.”

      God, her smile was going to be the end of me. “Perfect,” I answered, not caring if I’d stepped too close to temptation with my invitation. I was beyond glad I had made it; her freaking smile was worth the risk.

      Backing toward the door, I motioned over my shoulder. “I guess I’ll just…” I cleared my throat. “I’ll go get started on that.”

      “See you outside in a few.”

      “Yep.” I turned away and rushed from the house.

      Being the later part of June, it was still pretty warm out in the evenings, so I changed into some shorts and a pair of flip-flops after retreating to the garage. Then I hunted up my charcoal, applewood chips, a couple of old newspaper advertisements, and my grilling utensils before pulling my steaks from the refrigerator to season them.

      I had four T-bones. I’d been hoping to cook all of them to eat throughout the week, but sharing one with Lucy wouldn’t be a problem at all.

      After soaking the wood chips in some water, I lugged my shit outside toward the picnic table Lucy had set up on a concrete patio. I’d seen the grill before, sitting under a cover against the back of the house and near the door, so I went to fetch that next.

      The only problem I encountered was when I removed the cover and realized Lucy didn’t have a chimney starter to heat the charcoal in.

      Anal me, I needed to do this right—especially since I wanted to impress her with my amazing meat—so I returned to the garage and hunted up the starter I’d brought from home.

      Fifteen minutes later, I was kicked back in one of her reclining lounge chairs and chilling with a beer, waiting for the charcoal to be heated just right when the back door opened, and Lucy emerged, holding a baby on her hip with one arm and toting a stack of plates, napkins, and silverware in the other.

      Glad I was wearing shades so she couldn’t see the way I immediately ogled her legs, since she too had changed into shorts and cooler wear, I paused with the bottle halfway to my lips.

      She and Ava made such a cozy, domestic picture together that I should in no way find anything sexual about what I saw. But I ached for Lucy so hard that my teeth gnashed, and dick twitched.

      “The pasta’s ready,” she was saying as she moved toward the picnic table, completely oblivious to my lascivious attention and roaring libido. “But I left it in the fridge to chill.”

      Finally realizing how full her arms were, I plopped down my beer in the chair’s cup holder and struggled to get up. “Here. Let me help with that,” I offered.

      Lucy sent me an odd look since she was literally a foot away from the table already. “I got it,” she stated the obvious as she set the plates down. “But if you want to hold Ava while I run inside and get the playpen for her to roll around in while we eat, that would be great.”

      “Sure.” I held up my arms for the kiddo as I plopped my butt back into the chair.

      Lucy handed the baby over and disappeared back inside, so I started playing patty cake with Ava’s feet, desperately trying to make her laugh again as hard as she had the first time, when a voice called from the chain-link gate at the opening to the backyard, “Knock knock.”

      I glanced over to find Gracen waving a greeting at me.

      “Hey,” I said. “Come on in.”

      “God, it smells good back here,” he answered as he entered the yard and strolled over before he asked the obvious as he glanced down at the plate of T-bones I had sitting under a layer of plastic wrap, ready to be cooked. “Grilling some steaks?”

      “Yep.” I paused my game with Ava since she seemed distracted by the arrival of a new person, anyway, and we both watched him seat himself at the picnic table, straddling the bench and setting a briefcase down on the table beside him.

      “Who all are you having over?” he wondered aloud.

      I shrugged. “Just me and Lucy.”

      “Hm.” Gray nodded and slid his gaze back to the steaks. When he licked his lips, and then commented on how thick and juicy they looked, I sighed, realizing I would probably only be getting one extra steak for the rest of the week after all.

      “You want one?” I reluctantly asked. “Lucy’s got a pasta salad chilling too.”

      “Really?” His eyes immediately lit up. “Well, I can’t turn down a nice, thick steak. I’ll call the wife and see if she wants to chip in another side.”

      And there went my last extra steak. But instead of mourning the loss, I smiled. “Sounds good.”

      “So anyway,” he went on after shooting off a quick text. He opened his briefcase. “Back to the initial reason I stopped by. We’ve had a few developments on your house. I would’ve called, but it was near the end of the day and Lucy’s place is on my way home, so I thought I’d just deliver the news in person.”

      “Oh?” My brows furrowed in immediate concern, certain something was wrong, like maybe he was going to tell me he couldn’t sell my house after all. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, definitely,” he assured and grinned in encouragement before explaining, “So we’ve had the stager come in and set up furniture and get pictures taken, got the pre-listing inspection done, made our brochures, and put up the for sale sign out front, then listed it on our site. We even cleaned all the stains out of the carpets, patched the holes in the walls, and did a little touch-up painting here and there...”

      “Okay,” I murmured, following along.

      Sweeping out a hand, Gracen went on. “That all happened incredibly fast. Faster than usual. So today, only two days after putting it on the market, we got our first nibble. Except, alright, sorry.” He paused to shake his head and sigh in delight. “Nibble is actually an understatement. Two different parties have already made a freaking offer, and both are willing to pay your asking price.”

      “What? Really?” I blinked, not expecting so much interest. And so soon.

      “Yep. One is some guy who buys a lot of real estate from us and makes his money flipping houses. Then, there’s a family who only made two requests for changes before agreeing to close the deal. Very minor things too.”

      I furrowed my brow, thinking the place had been in pretty good shape. “What things?”

      Gracen nodded and flicked up his index finger. “One, they wanted an updated range in the kitchen plus a refrigerator. And two...” A second finger came up. “In the master bathroom, they want the toilet to flush without having to jiggle the handle.”

      I blinked then shook my head. “That’s it?” Well, that didn’t sound bad at all.

      Gracen grinned. “That’s it.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know, right? I’m used to crazy haggling with people. But this couple was already all-in and ready to commit. I guess a flood took their last place, and they’ve been staying with different family members for the past year, except they have two small boys, and things are getting hectic with all the shifting from temporary place to temporary place. When they finally got their insurance payout this month, they were hungry to jump on the first acceptable place they found.”

      “Two small boys?” I asked, smiling slightly at that, my heart expanding with nostalgia as I remembered watching television in the living room with my feet up while Duke was jumping on the couch before our mom appeared in the doorway, yelling at us both to keep our shoes off the furniture.

      I wanted exactly that for my old house again. It needed that kind of love and wear on it.

      “Either offer is solid and dependable if you want to accept one,” Gracen was telling me. “But I would be lax in my duties if I didn’t tell you I honestly think you could make more if you got them in a bidding war and—”

      “No,” I broke in. “Give it to the family. I want them to have it. Whatever they’re asking.”

      A flicker of sympathy but also maybe pride flashed across Gracen’s features before he nodded. “I had a feeling you’d say that. I’ll make sure the deal gets sealed, then.”

      “Thank you.”

      So that was that, I decided. I was selling my house.

      I was moving forward and now so was my childhood home. There was no going back for either of us.

      Looking at Ava contentedly chewing on her toes as she sat on my lap, I realized I was at peace with this.
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      “God, to be able to stretch my legs around like that,” Gracen said from the picnic table, making me realize he was watching Ava eat her toes as well.

      I chuckled. “No doubt. Hey, would you actually mind holding her for a minute? I need to get the charcoal transferred over.”

      “Oh, um…” He seemed alarmed as I stood. “Okay, but I’m not usually a baby holder. I don’t know how to…”

      Grinning as I remembered the same uncertainty I’d felt the first time they’d placed Ava in my arms a few months ago, I said, “It’s fine. Just sit there and I’ll put her on your lap.”

      “Okay.” He bobbed his head nervously and widened his eyes as I drew closer. “She doesn’t bite, right?”

      “She doesn’t have teeth,” I assured as I sat her down, sitting her upright and facing her out so she could see, but as Gray closed his arms around her, he awkwardly shifted her until he was holding her like a newborn in the cradle position.

      By the time I had the chimney starter lifted and the kettle opened to dump the heated coals in, Ava was already beginning to fuss.

      “Uh, Vaughn?” Gracen called uncertainly.

      I had a grilling system, and at this point, I really couldn’t pause what I was doing unless I wanted to mess everything up, so I simply said, “Try facing her out with her back to your chest. If she’s not eating, she likes to sit up and look around to see what’s going on.”

      After stirring the coals and getting them red and angry, I set the grate in place and fetched the wood chips.

      On the bench, Gracen attempted my suggestions, and soon Ava was calming down again.

      “And if you give her something to chew on, she’ll be even happier,” I added as I fed the wood chips into the hot coals.

      “Damn,” Gracen murmured a second later. “That actually worked.” He looked up at me with raised eyebrows. “You’re like a baby whisperer.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “No. I’ve just been around her enough to know what she does and doesn’t like.” Then I added the steaks to the grill and started the timer after closing the lid.

      “I guess.” Whistling as if impressed, Gracen watched me work for a moment before asking, “So how is everything going here? You and Luce getting on okay?”

      Not sure what he’d heard, I sliced him with a suspicious glance. “What do you mean?”

      “You know…” He rolled his hand, trying to get me to follow his thought process. “There was an adjustment period when Yellow and I first moved in together. She liked to spread her makeup across the entire countertop in the backroom, and I always put my milk up in the wrong spot in the refrigerator.” Rolling his eyes, he asked, “Did you know there was a certain place in the fridge for milk?”

      “Yes,” I said. Who didn’t know that? Then I had to add, “But Lucy and I aren’t living together. She’s just my landlady.”

      At that moment, the back door came open, and Lucy lumbered out, her arms filled with a laundry basket and the folded playpen strapped over her shoulder in its carrying tote.

      “Your shirts just finished drying, so I folded them for you,” she started, carrying them toward the table.

      Gray lifted his brows meaningfully at me, so I mouthed shut up at him and hurried to take the basket from Lucy. “Thanks. But you didn’t have to do that.”

      “It was no problem.” She swiped a piece of hair out of her face and smiled at me before noticing our company. “Oh! Hey, Gray!” Blinking at him in surprise, she blurted, “What’re you doing here? And holding my baby? I don’t think I’ve actually seen you hold a baby before.”

      “Right?” he said, nodding as if proud of himself. “I’m crushing this. But yeah, I figured I better get some practice in because Yellow’s already been tossing out some hints about adding to our household,” he explained as if it’d been his idea to hold Ava the whole time.

      I rolled my eyes at him over Lucy’s shoulder as she gasped as she replied, “Yes! I can’t wait until you two have babies. I bet they’ll be beautiful.”

      “Hell, yes, they will,” Gracen bragged while I reached for the playpen strapped to Lucy’s back.

      “Here,” I murmured, “I got this.”

      As I began to slip it off her shoulder, she looked up at me, saying a breathless, “Oh…” Our gazes met and held before I removed the strap and took on the full weight of the bag. “Thank you.”

      I pulled out the pen, and together, Lucy and I worked to set it up. As soon as it was upright and fully expanded, I stood from where I’d been kneeling and dusted off my knees, only to spot Gracen behind Lucy’s back still sitting at the picnic table and flashing me the okay sign as he mouthed the word nice.

      I would’ve flipped him off if Lucy hadn’t been facing my way. But I knew exactly what he was implying. Lucy and I looked like the typical married couple, setting up the playpen in the backyard together while we grilled steak for supper. I got it. Except that wasn’t what was happening here. I could never really be with her like that, and this playing like I was would probably just get me burned in the worst possible way.

      But it wasn’t going to stop me from going closer and closer to the fire that was Lucy Gamble. I was well and truly addicted.

      She fetched Ava from Gray and tried the baby out in the pen, but Ava wasn’t a fan and preferred to be held, so Lucy took her back out and sat with the child on her lap until a blonde, carrying stacks of food, opened the back door and peered warily into the backyard.

      “Hey, there’s the love of my life,” Gray announced, popping up from his seat and going to her to relieve her of the load in her arms. He kissed her before asking, “So what did you make?”

      She laughed at the question. “Balsamic green beans with pearl onions and some snickerdoodles for dessert.”

      Snickerdoodles?

      Had she just said snickerdoodles?

      I looked up, remembering those cookies, and accidentally met Lucy’s gaze across the patio. We both lifted our eyebrows, sharing the same thought. We were going to get our hands on those cookies before the night was over.

      “Oh, hey. Vaughn…” Gracen called. “This is Yellow, by the way. She wasn’t there last week when we moved you.”

      My hands were full with the grill lid and spatula, so I bobbed my head at her, saying, “Nice to meet you. Thanks for the cookies.”

      She smiled and waved back, greeting me as well, but she was too interested in getting her hands on Ava to give me too much attention.

      Turning away, I tested the steaks, and they had the perfect amount of blood pooling from the top, so I pulled them off, while Gracen and Lucy finished setting up the table, opening food containers, and passing out plates and silverware.

      Lucy brought out the bouncer to try Ava in, and when she seemed happier in that than the playpen, we four adults sat and started our meal together.

      Gracen was an avid talker, and Lucy was a pro at responding, but they were easily able to draw Yellow into the conversation. I mostly just sat and watched, soaking it all in unless I was addressed directly.

      For so long, it had just been Duke and me at meals; we’d eventually stopped eating together at all. And after he was gone, I’d eaten alone. Until Lucy.

      But being here, sharing a meal with even more people… It was nice.

      Lucy caught my eye and lifted her brows as if to make sure I was okay. I smiled back, more than okay. This was exactly the kind of life I wanted.

      The people I’d always expected to share my life with were different, but this right here was good too.

      “So I’m a bit on the competitive side,” Gracen was telling me, pulling me back into the conversation as he turned my way.

      Next to him, Yellow snorted. “A bit?”

      “Okay, a lot competitive,” he revised. “Especially when it comes to my twin.”

      “Wait.” I shook my hands and laughed. “Which one’s your twin?” I don’t think I even realized he was a twin.

      “Bella,” he said, sending me a look as if I should know that by now, when honestly, her name sounded vaguely familiar, but I had no idea who Bella was. “So when she and Fox got engaged on the same night that Yellow and I did, it became an all-out battle over which couple was going to get married first, right?”

      “Um, sure?” I answered hesitantly, glancing Lucy’s way to make sure I had the correct response. She rolled her eyes, letting me know she thought the whole story was insane.

      “Right,” Gracen went on. “So we each refused to set a date because the other couple would then be sure to make theirs sooner.”

      “And you ended up having a double wedding?” I guessed.

      “Fuck no,” Gray answered, pointing at me. “I already shared a womb with that woman for nine months; she wasn’t going to steal my thunder on my big day. We put our names in a hat and drew. Yellow, who was the designated, unbiased name-drawer, pulled our name to get married first, and then she waited until Bella and Fox’s wedding day to confess that she’d cheated and seen our names on the slip of paper all along before she picked it.”

      “You cheated?” Lucy’s jaw dropped with a gasp.

      “I know,” Yellow moaned and buried her face in her hands. “I’m so ashamed. I can’t believe I let Gracen draw me into the dark side with him like that. I just wanted him to get his wish granted.”

      Gray grinned and slung an arm over her shoulders, claiming, “That’s my girl.”

      I chuckled, enjoying all their different reactions.

      The rest of the meal was full of more stories and more laughter. We were all finished eating and full of steak and snickerdoodles when Ava started to get upset.

      Lucy took her inside to feed her, and the other two helped me gather up everything and carry it in. Before they left, Gray clasped my shoulder and looked at me seriously. “We were all worried about Lucy when she turned up pregnant with no one to help her with her baby, but I gotta say, you more than exceeded the kind of support I was hoping she’d get.” He patted my shoulder and sighed as if refreshed. “You’re good for those two.”

      I didn’t answer, but if I had, I probably would’ve said something along the lines of Ava and Lucy being good for me. She’d saved my life that day she had showed up on my doorstep and given me a reason to keep going and a family I could still hold on to. I had no idea I’d end up with way more of an extended family than I was expecting, but I was grateful for every single one of them as well.

      I owed everything to Lucy. I was glad I hadn’t ended my life that day, after all.

      Now, if only I could stop wanting to fuck her so badly, things would be perfect.

      Sighing, I started on the dishes after Gracen and Yellow left for the evening. I was just finishing them up when Lucy wandered into the kitchen.

      “Aah, man. I have such rotten timing,” she said, then grinned. “Or maybe the best timing in the world. I was going to help with those.”

      She laughed at her own joke, but I was feeling a little too affected to join in. Softly, I said, “Come here.” And I held out a single hand toward her.

      Perking with interest and curiosity, she sent me a questioning smile and stepped forward, taking my hand. “What’s going on?”

      “Just this.” Tightening my grip on her fingers, I pulled her in and hugged her. “Thank you,” I said into her ear. “I didn’t realize how much I was starving for an evening just like this one until tonight.”

      “Oh!” Voice full of surprise, she hugged me back stronger and stroked my arm. “Well, with as much family as you have now, you can probably hang out with a different couple each night if you like.”

      I smiled and stepped out of the hug. “They’re not really my family.”

      She blinked and tilted her head. “Yes, they are. They’re Ava’s family, so that means they’re your family now too.”

      That sick pitch in my stomach, telling me I couldn’t abandon my biological family and just take up with a new one returned, even though I desperately wanted to belong to them.

      I started to shake my head, but Lucy caught my face between her hands, stilling the action as she looked into my eyes. “Yes, they are,” she promised. “No matter what happens between you and me, they’ll still be there for you. Always. Alright?”

      I wrapped my hands around her wrists as she continued to hold my face and I peered back into her blue, blue eyes as I furrowed my brow in confusion. “What do you mean, no matter what happens between us? Do you expect something bad to happen between us?”

      “No.” She shook her head and pressed her brow to mine. “But sometimes things happen anyway.” I thought of Duke and swallowed thickly. Lucy smiled sadly. “So I wanted you to know you’re never going to be alone again. Okay?”

      God, I loved this woman.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      Closing my eyes, I ran my thumbs over the pulse points on her wrists, comforted by the feel of her heartbeat against my skin. “But how about we plan on staying friends no matter what, anyway.”

      I opened my lashes just as that beautiful, breath-stealing smile of hers returned. “Alright,” she said. “Sounds good.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t invite anyone else over the next night for supper the way Lucy told me I could. I woke up that morning with Duke’s words ringing through my head.

      I do want you to miss me.

      And I remained hollowed out through the rest of the day, wondering if I was doing him a disservice and not missing him enough by enjoying a meal with people, and hugging Lucy, and just...all of it. I knew he wanted me to be okay after he was gone, but if he’d seen just how fulfilled I’d been last night, would he have considered me too okay for his tastes?

      The last thing I wanted to do was disrespect him by moving on and just abandoning his memory, and it left me feeling torn.

      I was still cooped up in my garage when Saturday evening rolled around. I started the final season of Breaking Bad and was prepared to vegetate for hours when a knock sounded on my door. I peeked out the blinds in my window, only to catch my breath when I spotted Lucy.

      Pausing the show, I took a couple of seconds to blow out a steadying breath and rub suddenly damp palms on the thighs of my jeans before I pulled the door open.

      “Hey.” She was alone, no Ava in sight, and her smile was the overly bright version she usually had when she was nervous. “So… My parents just showed up and stole my baby, saying they’ve been instructed to watch her all night in order for me to attend Maverick and Cress’s party. And honestly, I don’t think anyone would let me in the door over there if you didn’t show up with me, which means…” She spread her arms wide and asked, “Do you want to go to a party?”

      “Uh…” I blinked and glanced back into the garage at my television.

      Duke’s face wavered through my mind, and I immediately felt guilty about wanting to say yes. But when I turned back and focused on Lucy, her big blue eyes looked so hopeful and expectant, I couldn’t disappoint her.

      So I ended up answering, “I’m not exactly dressed to go anywhere.”

      Her gaze traveled over me, and heat pricked my skin everywhere she looked because her eyes seemed to like what they saw.

      Then she waved out an unconcerned hand, claiming, “You look fine. Most people will probably be in jeans and a T-shirt too. It’s not like we’re going to a club or some fancy restaurant. Now, put your shoes on and grab your keys. I need you to drive so I can get drunk tonight. I just realized I haven’t had any alcohol since I learned I was pregnant with Ava.”

      I couldn’t seem to argue with that, so I sighed and said, “Alright. Give me a minute.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I was pulling to the curb in front of a ranch-style house that Lucy had directed me to.

      “Now, Bella and Fox are both children of friends in the group. They’ve known each other their whole lives even though they only started dating last year and got married about four months ago. And Bella is Gray’s twin sister, while Fox is my sister-in-law Bentley’s brother.”

      Killing the engine, I arched my eyebrows and sent her a look. “You realize I’m not going to remember any of this, right?”

      “Yes, you will,” she encouraged, patting my arm optimistically. “Eventually. So… My brother is Beau, as you know, and our first cousins are Cress, Teagan, and Haven, which you haven’t met yet because she and her fiancé, Wick, live almost two hours away. And Teagan is married to—”

      “Okay, seriously. You can stop. My head is beginning to hurt.”

      Lucy laughed. “Fine.” She rolled her eyes and grinned before pushing open the car door. “But feel free to ask if there’s anyone’s name you do want to learn.”

      “Deal.”

      Lucy waited for me on the sidewalk, so I picked up my pace, coming around the car to join her, where we walked up the front walk together. The closer we got, the more I could hear muffled music and talking from inside. At the entrance, she didn’t even bother to knock before opening the door and stepping inside.

      Immediate trepidation swarmed me as soon as I entered behind her. “Whoa. There are a lot more people here than there were last week at my place.” And I only recognized a handful of them.

      “Yeah.” Lucy moved closer and lifted her voice so I could hear her over the hullabaloo. “Only about half the family could make it to help you out last weekend, but I think pretty much all of them will be here tonight.

      I nodded, scanning the faces again until I spotted one I recognized. And yet this person hadn’t been at my place last weekend either.

      “Holy shit.” Grabbing Lucy’s arm as I continued to gape, I yanked her closer and hissed, “Is that Tucker Holt, the singer?”

      She sounded amused as she asked, “You know him?”

      “What? No!” I sent her an incredulous glance. “But I saw him in concert once. He’s amazing.”

      “He’s married to one of my non-blood cousins,” Lucy reported, grinning big.

      I furrowed my brow. “But isn’t his wife the daughter of two singers from that old, famous group, Non-Castrato?”

      “Rory,” Lucy explained, telling me the name of Tucker’s wife. “Yeah. Remy and Asher Hart are part of my family unit too. All three of their daughters will probably be here tonight.”

      My eyes grew big. “No way.”

      With a laugh, she patted my shoulder, and then hollered across the room, “Hey, Tucker! You got a super fan over here.”

      Tucker immediately lifted his face and glanced over. Then he grinned and waved, starting our way.

      “Holy shit, what’re you doing?” I hissed, whispering out my distress. “Now, he’s coming this way.”

      I’d wanted to meet him personally at his concert but hadn’t been able to afford the VIP tickets for both Duke and myself, so we’d settled for balcony seats in the nosebleed section.

      My brother would flip if he knew who I was about to talk to right now. I was as excited as I was discomfited to meet him. This just didn’t seem right without Duke.

      But Tucker Holt was walking toward me, anyway.

      “I have no idea what to say,” I admitted to Lucy from the side of my mouth.

      “Relax,” she assured. “He’s super easy to talk to.”

      I nodded, but tightened my grip on her elbow, anyway. “Don’t you dare leave my side.”
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      Oh my goodness. But this hero-worship side of Vaughn was completely adorable.

      My lips tightened with the effort it took for me to not smile openly over him, except wow. It did my heart good to see him looking so captivated. There didn’t seem to be a trace of grief in him at all.

      As Vaughn and Tucker fell into a deep conversation, both of them forgetting I was even there, I wandered off to greet Maverick and Cress. Gray’s wife, Yellow, showed up not long after, and since her wedding had only been half a year earlier, they began asking her about flower services and photographers and caterers, which couldn’t hold my attention, so I turned to watch as someone started the song “Mi Gente” by J Balvin.

      Cheering, the three Hart sisters started to dance around the living room together.

      I bobbed my head to the catchy tune and was debating on whether to join them or not, when a voice called, “Luce!”

      Spinning toward the sound, I found my cousin Haven rushing over. We hugged and screeched happily, glad to see each other before I glanced around asking, “Where’s that hottie fiancé of yours? Please say you brought him.”

      Haven rolled her eyes. “He’s in the kitchen, talking about the housing market with Gracen. But, ugh, I don’t want to think about moving yet. I love our apartment. That’s where Wick and I got together and fell in love.”

      “But it’s smack dab in the middle of a college town, and you both have graduated, so—”

      “Oh, hush,” she warned, swatting at me. “I know. It’d be best if we found a true home. I’m just being sentimental. Now…” Squeezing my arm, she shifted closer. “Who’s the piece of man-candy you arrived with? Is that the uncle?”

      “Vaughn,” I told her, rolling my eyes. “His name is Vaughn, and yes, that’s Ava’s uncle.”

      “And your new roommate?” she asked, lifting her eyebrows suspiciously. “Mmm, girl. You’re doomed.”

      “Shh,” I hissed, widening my eyes at her. “We’re not roommates. He’s my tenant, and no... It’s not like that, at all.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think it was going to be like that when I moved in with Wick either. Now, look at us. We’re going to be husband and wife in two freaking months.” She lifted her brows in challenge, and I groaned.

      “This is not the same situation,” I stated from between gritted teeth. “At all.”

      Haven grinned knowingly. “If you say so.” Then she elbowed me and pointed. “Oh my God. Check out Luke.”

      I glanced over to see him standing nearby, idly sipping from a bottle of beer as he watched the Hart sisters dance. When Ayden, the youngest of the three, seductively ran her hands over herself and swiveled her hips before busting a move where she bent over, only to shimmy upright again, his eyebrows shot sky-high.

      Haven and I snickered. “What a perv,” she whispered to me just as Chloe sidled up next to him, sipping on her own drink before making her presence known by tipping her head his way.

      “Like what you see?” she asked casually.

      Luke drained his bottle before glancing over at her to frown in irritation. As long as I’d known those two, they had never gotten along.

      “What?” he grumbled. “They’re good dancers. Besides, she’s eighteen by now, right?”

      “No.” Chloe shook her head, murmuring, “Ayden’s only seventeen.”

      “Jesus.” Luke grimaced and shook his head, turning away. “I need another beer.”

      As he stalked from the front room, heading toward the kitchen, Haven and I laughed, gaining Chloe’s attention.

      She started toward us, rolling her eyes. “That boy’s going to get himself into deep trouble one of these days if he doesn’t watch it.”

      “And I have a feeling you’re going to be the first in line to say told-you-so when he does,” Haven guessed.

      “Well, he’ll deserve it.” Chloe sniffed before taking a drink and glancing around the room. Then she elbowed me as she lowered her bottle. “Wow, but Uncle sure is looking fine tonight. Mm-hmm.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tease her that she was going to find herself in just as much trouble as Luke was with that kind of talk, but then I worried it would make me appear jealous, so I forced a grin and answered, “You can thank me for that. He thought he was underdressed, but I refused to let him change.”

      “Then God bless Lucy,” Chloe cheered, lifting her bottle in salute.

      Vaughn glanced over, then, and we shared a brief moment of eye contact before he smiled slightly and returned his attention to Tucker.

      “Aw…” Haven cooed next to me, gripping my arm. “He just checked on you. That was so freaking sweet.”

      “He likes you,” Chloe sang softly, heckling me on purpose.

      “Oh, please…” I groaned, rolling my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “No, seriously,” Haven agreed with Chloe. “The only person who’s ever looked at me the same way Vaughn just looked at you is Wick.”

      “Good Lord,” I decided. “I’m going to need more alcohol to deal with you two, aren’t I?”

      “Ooh, yes. More alcohol! Let’s take some shots together,” Chloe decided, hooking her arm through both mine and Haven’s. “Because I totally feel like getting drunk tonight. I just learned yesterday that my petition for a restraining order was denied.”

      I gasped in outrage. “Are you serious? Why?”

      “Oh…” Chloe sighed as she led us toward the kitchen and dropped her empty bottle in a trash basket in the hall as we passed it. “Because there’s never been any threat of physical or psychological abuse.”

      “But he keeps contacting you and harassing you,” I argued incredulously.

      With a careless shrug, Chloe explained, “They said to give it another week or so, and if he still hasn’t left me alone by then, they’d file the order. But they were right. He’s never threatened me once, so mostly, I just feel like an enormous fool for even telling anyone about it. Hey! Beau!” she called as we entered the kitchen. “Pass that bourbon this way, will you?”

      Beau tossed her the bottle, and she yelped in surprise, fumbling to catch it against her chest. My brother laughed over her distress, to which she promptly called him a jerk.

      “You’re not a fool,” I insisted, picking up our conversation where we’d left off.

      “Far from it,” Haven agreed. “I can’t believe they denied you the request.”

      Shrugging it off, Chloe mumbled, “It is what it is, I guess.” And she commandeered us some shot glasses before pouring bourbon into three of them. Then she glanced toward Bentley, who was sitting not too far away on the countertop of the kitchen’s bar with her legs dangling. “Yo, Bent. You want in on this?”

      Bentley smiled politely and waved us on. “No thanks. Not tonight.”

      “What? Why?” Chloe demanded, lifting her eyebrows in question. “You pregnant again or something?”

      Standing next to Bentley, Beau snorted and lovingly slid a hand up his wife’s thigh as he glanced over. “Yeah right. That’s a great big never again.”

      As Bentley glanced at him, her face draining of color, her husband patted her leg, claiming, “After what happened last year, you gotta be kidding.”

      It was nice to hear him talk about his experience with her miscarriage so openly around the family now that everyone finally knew, but Bentley’s expression was beginning to worry me, so I murmured a harsh, “Beau.”

      “We are done having children,” he stated firmly. “Forever. Braiden’s just going to have to get used to being—”

      “Beau!”

      “What?!” He sent me an irritated glare for interrupting, to which I widened my eyes at him and transferred a telling glance toward his wife.

      He looked up at Bentley and froze solid, his fingers tightening reflexively on her knee.

      “No,” he finally said, his voice hollow. Then he shook his head insistently as his face drained of color. “Please tell me you’re not.”

      “I…” Guilt and worry laced Bentley’s features. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “No,” he repeated, looking terrified. Dropping his hand from her, he backed away slowly and gripped his head. “No, no, no, no, no.”

      Bentley hugged herself, growing small and worried. “I’m sorry,” she started.

      But Beau cried, “No! You can’t get pregnant again.”

      “Yes, I can,” Bentley started, her eyes filling with tears. “The doctor said there was no reason we couldn’t have another baby.”

      “But I don’t want another baby!” my brother shouted.

      “Beau,” I gasped in reprimand as Fox and Bella surged toward Bentley, flanking her protectively.

      “Jesus, man,” Fox snapped. “What’s your fucking problem?”

      “My fucking problem?” Beau demanded, looking pissed and defensive. “I guess my fucking problem is that I almost lost my wife last year to a miscarriage, and I’m not exactly looking forward to going through that shit again.”

      “Hey,” Gray murmured, appearing at Beau’s side and hooking his hand around my brother’s arm. “Why don’t you step outside with me for a minute to cool off.”

      “I don’t need to cool off,” Beau growled, shrugging him off, only to pause when he noticed that Bentley was crying and Bella was hugging her, trying to console her, while Haven and Chloe rushed to her other side to pitch in, and Fox looked like he wanted to kick Beau’s ass.

      “Dammit, Bent,” Beau said, his voice cracking as his own eyes went heartbroken. He shifted toward her, looking regretful and apologetic. But what he said was, “How can you be so okay with this?”

      “It’s not like I planned for it to happen,” she sobbed. “I didn’t mean to. I just—”

      “Baby.” Tears pricking his eyes, Beau tugged her away from the women and into his arms. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. This wasn’t just you; I know that. And I didn’t mean that about the baby. I just can’t lose you. The idea of you going through what you did last year, or worse, scares the shit out of me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      Bentley hugged him back and stroked his shoulder. “But the probability of that happening to me again is—”

      “Higher than I’m willing to risk,” Beau cut in, looking into her eyes. “I don’t care if it’s point, zero, five percent. You and Braiden are my entire world. We can’t lose you.”

      She cupped his face. “You’re not going to lose me.”

      “Swear it,” he demanded, looking intent.

      Bentley rolled her eyes. “You know I can’t swear something like that.”

      “Swear it, anyway.”

      His wife leaned in and softly kissed his mouth before whispering, “I swear it.”

      Beau exhaled, relieved by her promise. Then he nodded at her and offered her a tremulous smile before cupping her stomach gently. “Are we really having another baby?”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      His features broke into a proud, new-father grin. Then he yanked her into his arms and shouted the announcement, “We’re having another baby!”

      The room exploded in a volley of cheers, while I merely groaned out a sigh and pressed a hand to my chest. “Geez. You two know how to nearly give a person heart failure.”

      I thought I was going to witness the end of their marriage for a second there.

      When I glanced over to share a knowing look with whoever was standing beside me, I was surprised to find that Vaughn, along with most everyone else who’d been in the front room, had come to the kitchen to watch Bentley and Beau work through their issues.

      “They argue like this a lot?” he guessed.

      I rolled my eyes. “Only for as long as I’ve known them both, which is my entire life.”

      He grinned, then elbowed me lightly. “Hey,” he murmured in a soft, intimate voice. “Ava Grace is getting a new cousin.”

      I chuckled out a reluctant smile and had to nod my agreement. “Yes. Yes, she is.”
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      The party continued as if Beau and Bentley hadn’t had a blow-up fight in the middle of it.

      It wasn’t the first time they’d caused a scene at a family function before. And probably wouldn’t be the last time either.

      I remembered one night when they’d first started dating, Beau had been behaving like an ass because one of Luke’s friends started hitting on Bentley relentlessly.

      Bentley got so fed up with his surliness, she shouted in front of everyone, “Will you stop acting like a jealous, insecure asshole already? You’re the one I gave my virginity to. Not him!”

      I honestly thought my brother was going to lose his life that night because Bentley’s dad very nearly murdered him. It had taken my uncle Ten of all people to calm Knox down by reminding everyone that he’d slept with my dad’s little sister for weeks behind my dad’s back, and that hadn’t ended in an epic disaster, so Beau and Bentley’s relationship could last too.

      Not sure how bringing that up did the trick, but somehow, it did. Knox didn’t even hurt Beau that night, and Beau and Bentley had been together ever since, just like Uncle Ten and Aunt Caroline were still together.

      God, I loved my family. It was just so...crazy. Beautiful and amazing and yet messed up just enough to let me feel as if my screwed-up—yes, she slept with a dying man just to make him feel better—self actually belonged.

      And wow, I hadn’t quite realized how much alcohol I’d had until I stumbled into someone standing beside me.

      “Whoa there,” my cousin Teagan told me, slinging a steadying arm over my shoulders. “First time drinking again since the baby was born?” she guessed.

      “Yep,” I answered, popping the P, and sending her a loopy grin.

      She laughed. “Oh, yeah. Been there. I still don’t remember everything I did the first night I drank again after Harper was born, but JB said I treated him like my very own stripper pole. In front of both sets of our parents.”

      I snorted out a giggle and tipped my head towards hers. “I really, really love you,” I said.

      She rested her head against mine. “I really, really love you.”

      “I’m so happy your dad slept with your mom behind my dad’s back.” She might not be here today if Uncle Ten and Aunt Caroline had actually behaved themselves back then.

      She sighed. “So am I.”

      “Hey. What’re we hugging about over here?” Chloe demanded, wiggling between us so she could throw her arms around both our shoulders. “I want in on some of this.”

      “Oh, Chloe,” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “I love you too.”

      Chloe glanced over at Teagan. “She’s completely wasted, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      “Interesting.” Chloe turned back to me, looking way too naughty for her own good. “Does this mean there’s enough truth serum flowing through your veins yet to admit how you really feel about that hot uncle sleeping in your garage?”

      Realizing I had to behave on this answer, I cleared my throat and straightened my spine before lifting my chin and announcing, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Vaughn and I are just friends.”

      “Just friends, huh?” she taunted, lifting her brows.

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      “So you’d have no problem with me if I walked over there right now and just started dirty dancing all over him?”

      My jaw tightened, but I managed to shake my head and say, “Nope. No problem at all. Be my guest.”

      Chloe hummed in her throat, rising to the challenge. “Well, in that case...” She slid her arms off me and Teagan, then strolled away, calling, “See you girls later.”

      I gaped after her as she crossed the room to where Vaughn was talking in a group with Julian, Trick, and Tucker. She must’ve said his name as she approached because he looked up and then seemed confused when she took the beer can from his hand and handed it to Trick.  And then...

      The song “Wow” by Post Malone started, so Chloe dragged Vaughn toward the middle of the room, and she began to dance with him.

      It wasn’t at all the provocative dance she’d threatened me with, but I still wasn’t a fan of seeing her hands on his shoulders.

      “That’s it,” I said, starting forward. “I’m gonna kill the bitch.”

      “No…” Teagan caught my arm and pulled me back to her side, laughing as she did so. “No, you’re not. You know she’s just teasing to get a rise out of you.”

      Well, I felt arisen.

      Vaughn laughed at whatever she said to him, which kind of hurt my heart, and made me want to introduce my claws to her face. But then his gaze strayed my way, and he shared a look with me that seemed to helplessly say I have no idea what’s happening, and I fell in love with him, right there in Fox and Bella’s living room.

      “I love him,” I mumbled in surprise.

      Teagan stroked my hair comfortingly. “I know, baby.”

      I turned to look at her. “I think I’m gonna go dance too.”

      She laughed and splayed out her hand, inviting me to do just that. I scanned the room until I saw Cress and Maverick standing together.

      “Mav,” I ordered, snapping my fingers and pointing at him. “You, me, dance floor, now.”

      “Oh…” He lifted his hands and shook his head. “I don’t usually dance with women.”

      “You do tonight.”

      I dragged him a few steps away from Cress, who called after us, “Just keep it above the waistline, baby girl.”

      Maverick sent his fiancé a betrayed glance but then let me lead him along. He wasn’t the most relaxed dancer, though, so I had mercy and let him go at the end of the song, only to glance over and find that Vaughn had left the room entirely, and Chloe was now coaxing Julian to dance with her.

      But I didn’t care about her. Hungry for another glimpse of the sexy baby uncle, I stumbled my way from the living room and down the hall to the kitchen. My boobs were starting to hurt; it was time for me to pump again, except I was having too much fun. I didn’t want to deal with them and have the night end yet.

      When I reached the kitchen, I was hugging my chest, but I only found more people that weren’t Vaughn.

      “Out back,” Bentley told me, her sober eyes wise and full of knowledge.

      I nodded my thanks and started that way. Fox and Bella’s back utility room was dark, but the storm door was open, letting me hear various male voices through the screen in the backyard as I approached.

      “Dammit, it’s been too long since I last got laid,” I heard Luke’s voice complaining. “And I’ve been craving pussy lately like you wouldn’t believe.”

      I slowed to a stop just on the other side of the screen door and slapped a hand over my mouth, snickering. There must only be men outside, I decided.

      Curious what they talked about when no women were around, I stayed where I was for a moment and eavesdropped since I could see them, but they had no idea I was in the darkened room, listening.

      Squinting through the screen, I picked out about half a dozen of them sitting around a fire pit and drinking. I could tell that Vaughn had recently joined their ranks because he was opening a beer and finding a seat next to my brother.

      “I got laid this morning,” Gracen was announcing cheerfully as he lifted his bottle in salute. “It was awesome.”

      He started to take a drink, but Luke, sitting next to him, jabbed at his arm, making him miss and spill beer over his hand instead.

      “Hey, fucker,” Gracen grumbled. “It’s not my damn fault you’re not getting any sex.”

      “It’s not mine either,” Luke groused. “It’s that bastard Trick’s fault. Every time I even think about getting interested in someone lately, he up and announces he’s already had her.”

      “So?” Gray asked, sounding confused.

      “Pfft.” Shaking his head, Luke muttered, “Like I’m going to share anything with that prick. And now, I haven’t had sex in over three months! I swear, one of these days, I’m going to find a woman who won’t even look twice at Trick in that way.”

      “Did you say three months?” Vaughn barked out a harsh laugh. “You’re whining about three months. Really?”

      “Why?” Luke asked, glancing over. “How long’s it been for you?”

      My stomach immediately tensed. I didn’t want to know this information, and yet I inched closer to the door, eager to hear Vaughn’s answer.

      Snorting, he muttered, “I don’t even fucking know. But it had to be at least a year or two before Duke died.”

      “What?” Luke cried in shock as a couple of the other guys winced and hissed out their sympathy.

      Gracen went as far as to murmur, “Ouch.”

      “Dude.” Luke pointed at Vaughn. “We need to get you laid. Like immediately. This is a crisis situation. Ooh...” Snapping his fingers, he sat up straighter. “I know the perfect person who’d have sympathy for your plight and probably throw you a pity fu—”

      “Seriously… If you say my sister’s name as the go-to, sympathy-sex giver,” Beau spoke up, “I’m gonna kick your ass.”

      “And I’ll hold you down while he does,” Vaughn added.

      “Okay, alright, fine,” Luke answered, lifting his hands in apology. “Though, honestly, I think you and Lucy should just legit get married already.”

      As Vaughn coughed and choked on his drink, Gracen slugged Luke in the gut. “What the hell, man? You can’t just say that to him.”

      “Why not?” Beau wondered. “I like the idea myself.”

      “Hell, everyone likes the idea,” Fox stated. “We just know better than to say it out loud.”

      “Seriously? All of you?” Vaughn finally cleared his air passage enough to send the men around him an incredulous glance. “You must be joking?”

      “What?” Beau shrugged. “I could do a lot worse in the brother-in-law department. I mean, look at what I have to work with now.” He swung his arm over and smacked the shoulder of his wife’s brother who was sitting beside him.

      Fox sent him a dry glance and then shrugged. “You know what? I’m not even going to be offended by that. Gracen’s my favorite brother-in-law, anyway.”

      “Score,” Gray murmured unenthusiastically from the other side of the fire and lifted his fisted hand to give a vague triumphant wave.

      “Bastard,” Beau grumbled, punching at Fox’s thigh.

      “Butt muncher,” Fox shot back, punching back.

      “See,” Luke told Vaughn as he motioned toward Beau. “You’ve got big brother’s—along with everyone else’s—blessing. So what’s your problem?”

      “Really?” Vaughn sent him an incredulous glance. “You just sat there, swearing you couldn’t share anything with Trick, whom you have no biological relationship to at all, and you want to know what my qualms are about a woman who’s had a child with my brother?”

      “Okay, sure,” Luke mumbled with a thoughtful nod. “That would be pretty unsettling if your woman had carnal knowledge of both you and your brother and could quantify which one was better in the sack.” Then he lifted a finger. “On the other hand, I almost hooked up with my brother’s wife before they got together, and that’s never been an issue with us. I mean…” He shrugged and grinned. “It’s only an issue when I want to piss him off and make it one.”

      “Except you didn’t almost sleep with Teagan,” he was promptly told by numerous sources. “Not even close.”

      “What do you mean?” Luke cried in offense. “It was me who she thought she wanted, and it was my tent she climbed into that night. If JB hadn’t switched with me, Teagan and I totally would’ve banged on that canoe trip.”

      But every guy surrounding him made a face and openly disagreed, shaking their heads before Beau came right out and said, “Meh. I don’t think so. Something would’ve happened there to stop it because you two were never gonna happen.”

      “Oh, whatever…” Luke waved that protest aside and turned Vaughn’s way. “The point is that Teagan and JB were meant to be together, and it wouldn’t have mattered if I had nailed her that night or fifty times after. They love each other, and nothing from their past was going to keep them from eventually getting together. Not even me. The same thing would be true for you and Lucy too.”

      Silence followed his words, and then Gracen clasped Luke’s shoulder, murmuring, “Damn, man. That was actually pretty deep for you. I’m impressed.”

      Luke brightened at the compliment. “Really?”

      “Very nice,” Fox echoed, clapping and cheering him on.

      “Yeah, but the only reason I’ve even gotten to know Lucy at all,” Vaughn spoke up, breaking the cheerful moment, “is because my brother stuck his dick in her.”

      In the dark, I flinched at his crude words and hugged myself, trying not to feel ashamed about that fact.

      “She had his baby,” he murmured, stressing the word. “And I never would’ve seen her again if I hadn’t wanted to meet my niece. I never would’ve talked to her, or spent any time with her and gotten to know her as I do now, I never would’ve moved into her fucking garage if she hadn’t slept with Duke. And none of that even would’ve happened if he were still alive today.”

      When silence filled the backyard as he paused to let those thoughts sink in, I bowed my head and wiped at a single tear trailing down my cheek.

      “I don’t know how to deal with that,” Vaughn finally admitted. “I’d only be with her because he slept with her first. And because he died.”

      “Dude,” Fox said softly. “That’s some crazy shit to work through.”

      “Yeah,” Vaughn muttered hoarsely before adding, “yet I’ve fallen for her, anyway.”

      I looked up, sucking in a hopeful breath.

      “And it’s constant agony,” he went on, making me blink and pull back in not such a hopeful way. “She’ll smile at me, and it’ll take my breath away, only for me to wonder in the next instant how she smiled for him when he made her come. Sometimes, I’ll picture them together, all naked and entwined, and I…I just can’t.”

      “Wow, you really need to get out of that headspace, man,” Beau murmured sympathetically. “Because the situation isn’t as terrible as you’ve convinced yourself it is. And thoughts like that can’t be healthy. They could freaking eat you alive.”

      “You’re telling me,” Vaughn rasped, looking miserable. “But even if I do miraculously figure out how to get past the whole sharing-brothers thing, I’d still only be with her because he died. And I have a feeling I’d be incredibly happy with her, too, probably happier than I’ve ever been. But what kind of shit man actually benefits from his brother’s death? I just… I don’t know how to do that.”

      “Fuck,” Luke murmured. “You know, since Lucy’s off the table, then...” He shook his finger astutely. “I’ve always said this, and I’ll say it again. The best way to get over one woman is to get under another. So I’m back to my original plan; we just need to get you laid.”

      On the other side of the door, I scowled darkly.

      “And… Deep moment over,” Gracen announced with a sad sigh. “Congratulations, Hamilton. You’re stupid again.”

      “What!?” Luke cried. “What the fuck was wrong with what I just said?”

      I’d tell him what the fuck was wrong with it. Seeing Vaughn with someone else would slaughter me.

      Thank God the idea made Vaughn shake his head against it too. “No,” he said. “Lucy is not off the table. She is the table. I’m just having trouble focusing past… Shit, I don’t know. Guilt. Grief. My own brain wandering places it shouldn’t. I just know there is no other woman for me, and whether I can have her or not, I belong to her from here on out.”

      I released a breath, feeling my chest compress with emotion. It was one thing to hear the man you’d fallen for proclaim his own feelings back for you, but to follow it up with how much it hurt him to be around you…

      I was devastated and elated all in one breath. Not sure how to react, I just knew I couldn’t hear anymore of this. I turned away and stumbled from the doorway, bumping into something in the dark in my hurry to escape.

      He had so many mental blocks keeping him away. I felt like a terrible person for putting him through that kind of torment. The guy just wanted to get over his brother and move forward with this life and create a relationship with his niece, yet I kept complicating everything and making him miserable.

      My stomach swirled, and all the alcohol in me mixed with the guilt.

      Clutching my abdomen, I hurried toward the closest bathroom and fell to my knees in front of the toilet, vomiting everything inside me.
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      Vaughn just had to be the one who found me puking in the bathroom alone.

      “Lucy?” I heard his voice. And then I felt him kneeling beside me, his hand—warm and kind—on my back before he started gathering my hair back for me to get it out of my face.

      “No,” I moaned and closed my eyes, clutching the sides of my porcelain throne and keeping my head hung over the bowl after I’d already finished. But why did he have to be the one to find me? Why couldn’t anyone else in the entire house have stumbled across me instead?

      After reaching past me to flush the toilet, Vaughn gently lifted my face and wiped my mouth with toilet paper.

      I met his concerned brown eyes and gave a miserable moan. “You don’t…” I shook my head and weakly shoved at his hand after he’d already withdrawn it. “I can take care of myself.”

      Ignoring me, he rose to his feet and scanned the countertop before spotting a bottle of mouthwash, which he handed down to me.

      “Really,” I protested, even as I took it and swished my mouth clean. After I spat into the toilet, I bitterly added, “I got this. I don’t want to add another burdensome dilemma onto your plate.”

      Squinting, Vaughn watched me for a moment as he murmured, “Another…?” Then his gaze flared with understanding. Sighing out a long, tired breath, he sat on the floor across the bathroom from me. Bending his knees up to rest his arms on them, he leaned back against the opposite wall and said, “You were at the back door just now, weren’t you?”

      I swallowed guiltily, but still said, “Which door?”

      He nodded. “We heard a noise, and I had this hunch…” He bowed his face and rubbed at his forehead. After wiping his mouth, he looked up again. “I knew it was you. How much did you hear?”

      My eyes watered miserably as I flailed out a hand. “Oh, you know… Just that you probably hadn’t had sex in three years. And that Luke thought I should give you a pity fuck...before all the men in my family basically gave you their blessing to be with me, only for you to explain every single reason why you never could, even though you said, I quote, ‘I belong to Lucy,’ and that you’re falling for me. But that… That was about it. That’s all I heard.”

      “Fallen,” he said softly.

      I wrinkled my nose in confusion. “What?”

      “I’m not falling,” he corrected. “I have already fallen.”

      Some of my tears began to dribble down my cheek. I wiped at them miserably. “But I don’t see why,” I sobbed. “It sounds like all I do is make you miserable. Just being around me either fills you with guilt or makes you picture me having sex with your brother, or—”

      “That’s not—aah...” He hissed out a breath and pressed a palm to his head. “I wish you hadn’t heard that,” he muttered. “I never should’ve said anything to them in the first place. I’ve had too much to drink and was just...spouting shit.”

      “True shit,” I argued, hugging myself. “And I’m glad I did hear it. I like knowing what you’re going through, even if it’s not pleasant, or even if you can’t help thinking what you’re thinking, or for any reason. I want to be able to understand, so I can help. And if being around me so much is tormenting you, then—”

      “It’s not tormenting me,” he swore savagely. “You are there—up front and center—every time I’m happy. I’m at peace around you. I come alive when I see you. I’m fucking in love with you, Lucy. Those are not bad things.”

      “Then why—”

      “Because something inside me keeps telling me it’s wrong to be this happy. It’s too soon. It’s disrespectful to Duke. I don’t deserve it. And every other reason under the sun. Jesus…” He rubbed his face and thumped his head back against the wall. “He hasn’t even been gone a full year yet. And you… Why does it have to be with you? Anyone else, maybe I could’ve just accepted it. But you… You’re the last woman he was with, and the only one who bore his child. You—you represent so much of him. And I… I just feel like I’m encroaching. Like...” He shook his head and sniffed, wiping a hand over his face. “I don’t know. I just feel wrong. And right. And confused. And just… I don’t know.”

      “You do realize I was never his, right?” I said softly. “Duke and I didn’t date. We were never—”

      “I know,” he whispered, his face filled with anguish as he refused to look up at me. “I’m sorry. I can’t figure out why I’m having such a hard time with this. I wish I could just make my brain stop fucking with me.”

      “I think your feelings for me might’ve gotten tangled up with your grieving process.”

      He looked at me but said nothing because I’m pretty sure he agreed.

      “So what do we do now?” he finally asked.

      I sighed, and then offered something I thought would help him but still hoped he would refuse. “Do you need some time away from me?”

      “No,” he answered immediately, shaking his head with insistence. “I can’t handle the idea of someone else renting your garage, and Ava grew too much the last time I stayed away. I don’t want her to forget me. And I just…” He blew out a breath and ran a hand through his hair. “I like being around you. You’re my oasis.”

      I sniffed and wiped another tear from my eye, saying, “Even though I’m the reason you need an oasis in the first place?”

      “You’re not the reason,” he promised. “I was suffering before I met you. You’ve made it...bearable.”

      With a sad smile, I had to admit, “Well, I do like having you around.” Stretching my leg his way, I managed to tap his foot with my own. “And…” I bit my lip, then blurted, “Just so you know; you’re not alone. I, uh, I fell in love with you too.”

      The look he sent me was full of pride and warmth and hope. Then he cracked off a laugh and shook his head. “God, what a drunk pair we make right now. We’re sitting on the floor of a bathroom, confessing our feelings for each other. Christ.” He rubbed his face again. “If I were sober right now, this is not how I’d tell you. Actually, I’d probably be too chicken shit to tell you at all.”

      I grinned and hugged myself. “Then, thank God for alcohol,” I cheered. “Even though we solved absolutely none of our problems.”

      “Eh.” He shrugged as if that wasn’t a big deal. “I feel better, anyway.” He tapped his toe companionably back against mine and smiled at me. “Just talking to you.”

      “Me too,” I admitted softly, falling for him all over again.

      His smile started to spread, only for him to suddenly frown. “Damn. I was supposed to be your designated driver tonight. I totally forgot. I was just—”

      “Influenced by some shady characters like Luke and my brother and such?” I guessed, lifting my eyebrows.

      He nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      I waved a sloppy hand. “It’s fine. I’m sure we can find a ride elsewhere. I was just glad to see you looking so happy.”

      His gaze softened, and he pulled his bottom lip in between his teeth before murmuring, “You looked happy tonight too.”

      “I was,” I admitted, grinning. “But I think my favorite part has been…right now.”

      “So is mine,” he whispered as he drew in a deep breath. Then he smiled wide, and I had to smile back.

      That’s how Bentley found us a couple of minutes later, just sitting there gazing fondly at each other, grinning and blushing like a couple of drunk virgins about to get laid for the first time.

      “Uh… Do I even want to know what you two are doing?”

      “I threw up,” I announced cheerfully, then hiccupped.

      Vaughn laughed, then grinned up at my sister-in-law. “I held her hair.”

      “O…kay,” she said slowly. “I’m going to take that to mean you two need a ride home.” She clapped her hands together. “Come on, then. Up and at ‘em. Beau and I are ready to go. So that means you two better be too.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said compliantly, saluting her as I staggered to my feet, only to bump into Vaughn as he was trying to stand too. We grabbed each other as we stumbled, off-balance, and then laughed together when we finally found our footing.

      “Oh boy,” Bentley groaned, not impressed by our giggling, fumbling ways. “This is going to be an interesting ride home; I can already tell.”

      “What can you tell?” Beau asked, appearing behind her in the bathroom doorway and wrapping both his arms around her waist before giving her a sloppy, grinning kiss on the cheek. Then he hummed in drunken pleasure and ran his nose along her jaw as he said, “I thought we were heading home now.”

      “We are,” she answered, leaning back against him as she reached up to cup the side of his face. “But these two are coming with us.”

      “They are?” Beau glanced into the bathroom at Vaughn and me, then lifted his eyebrows in confusion before turning back to his wife. “I think I’ll pass. I’d rather come alone, with just you, thanks.”

      “Oh, geez. Really?” Bentley exploded, throwing up her hands with an exasperated laugh. “We’re driving them home, not engaging in some incestuous orgy, you goof.”

      “Aah. Well, why didn’t you just say that?”

      She groaned and turned around to nudge his drunk hide down the hall. “Just go.”

      Beau grinned, touching her face lovingly before he glanced over her shoulder toward me and Vaughn. “She loves me.”

      “She must,” I answered dryly as we followed them from the bathroom. “Since she keeps putting up with your pathetic ass.”

      “And I’m grateful for every single day of it.” He kissed the side of his wife’s throat and simultaneously threw me the middle finger.

      I sighed, and then suddenly hooked my arm through Vaughn’s. “We’re going to say one last congratulations to Maverick and Cress real fast,” I called. “Meet you two at the car.”

      My brother and sister-in-law waved us on, letting me know they’d heard me, and then I steered Vaughn into an empty bedroom so we could be alone.

      “Wha…?” he said in confusion, glancing around before I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him.

      “I just had to do that,” I said, sighing in delight as I pressed my cheek to his chest.

      “Okay,” he said, hugging me back and then kissing my hair. “Whatever you want.”

      “Thank you. I don’t know how things will be in the morning when we’re sober again, so I just wanted one last hug before… I don’t know.”

      “I get it,” he told me, pressing his cheek to the top of my hair. “Take as long as you need.”

      So I did. It felt like we hugged forever, and when we pulled apart, I think some of my soul stuck to him, staying there. He smiled, and his eyes told me they loved me, so I smiled back.

      Then, interlacing our fingers, I led him from the room.

      Strangely, we still made it outside before Beau and Bentley did. We didn’t beat them by much, though. Their SUV lights flashed across the street when they unlocked them as the two followed us out the front door of Fox and Bella’s place.

      Grinning and totally wanting to irritate my brother, I turned and walked a few steps backward to address him and say something I hadn’t spoken in years. “I call shotgun.”

      Beau whipped an incredulous glance my way, which made me laugh, fondly remembering the old days. But then he shrugged, so much more maturely than he had back then. “You know what? I don’t even care. I’ll sit in the back with Vaughn. Right, Merrill?”

      “Uh...sure.” Vaughn seemed confused by the entire encounter.

      We all climbed into the car, Vaughn sitting in the back behind me, and Beau behind Bentley.

      There was a moment of silence among the four of us after we shut our doors and before Bentley started the engine. Then Beau cried, “Wee…” from the back seat. “This is going to be fun.”

      I glanced back to see him sitting high enough that his head was bumping against the roof, and he had to tilt it to the side to fit.

      “What…?” I started in confusion, only for Bentley to sigh.

      “Are you sitting in Braiden’s booster seat? Oh my God, you drunk fool. Get out of that before you break it.”

      Vaughn started to laugh, and Beau grumbled but undid his seatbelt to remove the seat from under him.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. “You’re such a dork.”

      “You’re a dork,” he countered.

      “Children,” Bentley cut in sternly as she pulled away from the curb. “Behave.” Then she gasped and added, “Oh my God. I’m going to be able to say that for real someday.”

      “Yes, you are,” Beau murmured lovingly as he reached around the back of the seat to squeeze her shoulders affectionately. Then he sighed in contentment. “I still can’t believe we’re going to have another baby. This is so awesome. But are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

      “I feel great.” Reaching up to squeeze the hand he was resting on her shoulder, Bentley smiled into the rearview mirror at him. “I promise.”

      I glanced into the back in time to see him nod. “Good. And I’m sorry again about the way I acted when I first found out. You know I didn’t mean it when I said I didn’t want another baby, right? I do want it. I want you to be able to yell children into the back seat, and I want another baby falling asleep on my chest, just like Braiden used to, and I want to make him a big brother. I want all of that. I swear.”

      “I know, sweetheart.” Bentley smiled out the front windshield as she turned a corner. “And I understood that when you were freaking out.”

      “I don’t know how,” he grumbled. “I was being a complete ass, and I made you cry. You forgive way too much from me sometimes. I don’t deserve you.”

      “Amen,” I said under my breath.

      My brother flicked my shoulder and muttered, “I heard that, brat,” before he shifted his attention back to his wife. “What do you think of the name Stella for a girl?”

      “What?” I spun to gape at him. “You’re not going to stick with the B theme? What about...hmm... Beau, Bentley, Braiden, and, ooh, Briar? Or Brianna. Brianna’s pretty.”

      “Bridget,” Vaughn spoke up from behind me. “Brooklyn. Brittney.”

      Bentley groaned. “You guys are just hilarious. We weren’t trying to keep a theme on purpose when we named Braiden, you know.”

      “But now you’re pretty much required to keep it up,” I argued, mostly teasing because it honestly didn’t matter to me what they named their baby. I was just happy they were having one.

      But heckling my brother was too much to resist, so I added, “Bernadette.”

      To which Vaughn followed up with, “Bonnie.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” Beau huffed, falling back into his seat.

      I laughed. “Bianca.”

      “Bernice.”

      Vaughn and I kept it up all the way home, throwing out every name we could think of that started with a B, and when Bentley pulled to the curb in front of my house, Beau cried, “Alright, enough. We’re not going to be able to name this kid anything that starts with a B, just to spite you two. Now, get out. You’re driving me crazy.”

      Laughing, Vaughn and I stumbled our way from the car.

      Bentley rolled down the window and waved at us, calling goodbye. She couldn’t seem to stop smiling, so I think at least she’d enjoyed the game.

      Vaughn bumped into me, still chuckling. “That was fun,” he announced. “I like your brother and sister-in-law.”

      “Yeah,” I murmured, grasping his arm and starting for the front door. I wasn’t sure if I was holding on to him to steady myself, or to try to keep him steady, or because I just wanted to touch him. “They have their moments.”

      He leaned his head toward mine. “Your whole family’s great.”

      I squeezed his arm, glad he approved. “Come on in through the house,” I said, even though we’d already been walking to the front door together anyway. “That way you won’t have to walk through the dark so much to get back to the garage.”

      “Okay,” he answered good-naturedly. “Thank you.”

      With a happy sigh, he leaned against the wall by the front door as I fumbled to find my keys and then open the lock. “Tonight was nice,” he said.

      I paused to smile up at him. “It really was.”

      “But all that baby talk, about having more and naming them, made me want to see Ava Grace.”

      I nodded in complete agreement just as I got the door unlocked. “It kind of did, didn’t it?”

      “I suddenly miss napping with her while she sleeps against my chest. So I’m just going to go back and peek at her. Real quick,” he told me as he slipped past me through the open door and half-fell, half-shoved his way inside.

      “Vaughn—” I started, grasping his arm.

      He took my hand and squeezed it gently, then removed it from him. “I know, I know. She’s probably asleep. But I’ll be quiet, I swear.”

      And he left me there in the entrance, stumbling his way into the hall toward Ava’s room. I shook my head and gave a quick laugh. Shutting the door behind me, I locked it and followed him to the nursery.

      When I got there, he was standing at the crib, holding on to the railing to steady himself and frowning down at the empty bed.

      “She’s not here,” he said, looking up at me and blinking in confusion.

      I smiled and shook my head. “My parents took her to their place for the night.”

      “Oh.” His disappointment was freaking adorable. “I guess I should’ve figured that out since they weren’t here when you opened the door.” Looking back down into the bed, he sighed. “Feels weird without her.”

      “It does,” I admitted, nodding as I slowly walked to his side so I could reach in and touch the blanket I usually covered her with.

      Vaughn companionably set his hand against the center of my back, sharing the moment with me, and when I leaned against him, he slid his arm the rest of the way around me to rest his hand on my shoulder. We stood there a moment, looking at the crib. When I tipped my head toward him, he turned and kissed my hair.

      He kept his lips pressed there before hissing out a breath and shifting his face down until he was pressing his brow against the side of my head. Then his grip on my shoulder tightened before he quietly admitted, “I wish I had gotten to dance with you tonight.”

      I looked up at him and felt my cheeks flush with pleasure. “You do?”

      Nodding, he looked into my eyes and caught a piece of my hair before tucking it tenderly behind my ear. “Any excuse to get closer to you, I want to take.”

      A prickling sensation spread over my skin like goosebumps, heating and arousing me. “We’re close now,” I reminded him.

      He leaned in, making his beard brush past my cheek, so he could rest his mouth against my ear as he said, “Except dancing is no longer the main thing I want to do with you.”
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      Vaughn tipped his face down to kiss the top of my shoulder where flesh met the collar of my blouse. His beard skimmed past my cheek again and made me shudder.

      I gripped the side of his arm and tipped my face up, giving him access to kiss more if he so wished, even as I caught my breath and murmured, “What about everything holding you back?”

      Pausing briefly as if to think about that, Vaughn turned slightly, just enough to catch my eye. Then he gripped my hip and murmured, “I don’t want to think about that right now.”

      He’d have to think about it later, though. We’d both have to face it. And those things were probably going to get worse if we actually did this now.

      But I couldn’t seem to think or care about those issues at the moment, either. Not when his mouth landed on the side of my throat, open and wet and too hot to resist. I gasped and dug my nails into his arm. His tongue lavished and teeth nipped, and I wanted more.

      “Vaughn…” I ran my hand across his hard, durable chest, learning his shape. The steady rise and fall of his breathing under my fingers made me blink and tip my head down as he switched his attention from the side of my throat to just behind my ear.

      “We wouldn’t be doing this if we were sober,” I had the presence of mind to protest one last time as he began to gather up the cloth of my shirt and pull it over my head.

      “I know.” His voice was breathless, and his eyes heated to melted chocolate as he met my gaze after ripping the shirt off. “Let’s stay tipsy forever.”

      “Okay.” I bobbed my head, nodding stupidly, and reached behind me to unhook my nursing bra.

      When it dropped to the floor at our feet, Vaughn lowered his gaze to my breasts and sucked in a breath. “Holy shit. I need to taste them.”

      “Careful,” I warned, biting my lip. “They’re incredibly sensitive right now.”

      He nodded and slowly reached out, cupping them so gently that it felt amazing. My body reacted, skin tingling, thighs loosening, breasts aching, and nipples going rock hard. Breathing out a sigh, I pushed my breast into his hands, and he lifted the milk-laden weight slightly. Then, he leaned his head down and licked one of the beaded tips.

      I clutched his hair, holding on tight, and he moved his attention to the other one with one strong lap there as well. Moaning as he kissed his way around the swelling peaks, I began to breathe heavily while my knees turned to jelly.

      He lifted his face, met my gaze, and then dipped to kiss my mouth. Our lips caught hungrily and our hands gripped desperately. Our tongues tangled as my fingers sank into his hair. I pressed closer, consuming him as he skimmed his palms over my bare back and then gripped my ass tight.

      “God,” he groaned, breaking the kiss to catch his breath. His forehead pressed to mine as he continued to knead my bottom. “You are so fucking sweet. I want to taste you everywhere.”

      And then he startled me by falling to his knees in front of me and spanning my waist with his hands, running his thumbs gently over my soft stomach that hadn’t yet returned to its previous condition before Ava was born. He didn’t seem to mind a bit of excess, though, not when he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to the spot where I’d housed my child for the first nine months.

      Then he hugged my waist, pressing his cheek to the area, and I stroked his hair, thinking this had to be the most intimate and sensual moment of my life.

      When he pulled back enough to look up at me, I stared down into his eyes and cupped his face, wondering what he was thinking with that solemn expression.

      A second later, he said, “Tonight, you’re mine.”

      “Every night,” I corrected him.

      He released a shuddered breath, and his brown eyes filled with hope before he lowered his gaze back to my stomach and then reached for the button to my pants, popping it open.

      Still kneeling before me, he dragged the zipper down and began to shimmy the cloth over my hips, removing my underwear with it.

      “Oh God,” I breathed, clutching his shoulder and lifting my face toward the ceiling as he stripped me bare.

      Vaughn removed my shoes and tugged the pant legs the rest of the way off me, and I lifted my foot one at a time to assist him. Once he finished, he looked up, his lips slightly parted in awe, and he drew in a sharp breath before catching my hips and saying, “Back up a couple of steps.”

      I frowned for a second in confusion but shifted a step back anyway.

      “More,” he urged, shuffling forward on his knees to follow me across the floor.

      Reversing until the backs of my knees hit the seat of Ava’s rocking chair, I gasped in surprise when he applied pressure, making me lose my balance. “Down,” he ordered, even as I went tumbling.

      I gasped with a squeak of alarm before landing in the cushioned seat. Vaughn groaned and caught one of my thighs. Biting his lip, he looked up at me as he lifted my leg and then draped it over one of the armrests of the chair before doing the same with my other thigh over the opposite armrest until I was spread open wide before him.

      “Vaughn,” I whimpered uncertainly, never having shown anyone this much before.

      “Lift your arms,” he said, his eyes glowing with sexual intention. “Grab the back of the chair behind you and hold the fuck on.”

      Doing that would lift my breasts and push them out for him, and I’d be fully on display, no secrets to hide. I’d be completely vulnerable and exposed. But I realized I trusted this man, so I lifted my hands above my head and grabbed the wooden spindles that made up the backrest.

      Vaughn sucked in a breath. “God, you’re spectacular.”

      Pleasure rocked down the insides of my thighs, and I felt myself grow wet under his heated inspection.

      “Vaughn,” I begged as an ache swamped me. I wanted him to fill that place that was currently stretched open wide in welcome.

      Moaning from the need, I shifted my hips out, straining for his attention and showing off more of myself as I let my head fall back.

      He dropped his gaze between my legs, and he licked his lips. “You holding on tight enough?”

      “Yes.” Quick, shallow breaths puffed from my lungs as he slowly leaned in and lowered his face toward my pussy. Then his gaze lifted and he met my eyes the very moment his tongue extended, and he licked me with a strong, overwhelming stroke.

      “God!” I bucked and cried out from the pleasure, making the chair rock and my hands grip the chair rungs harder.

      Vaughn caught the sides, forcing the rocker to stop as he dove in and feasted, plunging his tongue into me, only to pull it out again and lick me from taint to clit.

      I sobbed and begged him shamelessly with a litany of, “Oh God, please, please, please.” I wasn’t even sure what I was begging him to do, I just needed it done. “Vaughn…”

      All too soon, he paused and looked up at me, his lips swollen and wet and his eyes glassy with arousal.

      “Wha...why are you stopping?” I demanded, my voice high and desperate. My body was throbbing so hard and tipped so close to the edge of bliss that I felt almost homicidal in my need to reach it. I honestly wanted to grab his hair by the roots and shove his face back down, forcing him to finish me.

      But instead, he lifted higher onto his knees, rasping, “I need to be inside you. I need to be inside you right fucking now.”

      Panting, he tore open his pants in a frenzied rush. I watched and started to nod.

      Or that would work too.

      “Yes,” I said, already sliding my hips to the edge of the chair to meet him there.

      He shoved his jeans and boxers down in one swift jerk, and the cock that sprang from between his legs had my mouth dropping open in awe.

      “Holy hell,” I breathed. Vaughn Merrill was hung like a mule. And my pussy was so wet and swollen that it pulsed in anticipation, eager to feel all of him inside it. “You...” I glanced up, still amazed by what I was seeing. “I mean, you’re…”

      “You’ll like it,” I was assured from a guttural rasp as Vaughn gripped the base of his dick in one hand and slid his other palm around my backside to hold me securely to the edge of the chair. Then he shifted forward and aligned our bodies.

      I exhaled as I watched the head of that massive cock probe my entrance, then held my breath and blinked in surreal amazement as my lower lips parted readily to receive him. He shifted, and they took a little more.

      “Oh, God,” I groaned, dying from anticipation as I waited for that sweet stretch of flesh I knew was coming. I just wanted him to shove forward and fill me, already. Whimpering, I twitched my hips, trying to rush him.

      Vaughn glanced up at me, holding himself still with the very tip still wedged in me and teasing me beyond what I’d ever been teased before.

      “There’s no coming back from this,” he said, looking suddenly sober and uncertain, his eyes full of worry.

      I blinked.

      And guilt claimed me.

      I had this feeling I should call it off—then and there—but my body was straining for sex. I’d never wanted to be fucked as much as I did at that moment.

      Then again, I loved this man. I couldn’t handle him regretting us.

      So I whispered, “I know,” before adding, “It’s okay.”

      I meant, it was okay for him to stop. I’d forgive him and still love him. But he must’ve thought I meant it was okay for him to continue because his gaze went unfocused, and he nodded right before he thrust inside me, hard and fast and so filling that I instantly started to come.

      “Oh…” Gripping the chair rungs above me, I threw my head back and sobbed. “Oh my God, oh my God….”

      It was the strongest, most wickedly claiming experience of my life.

      I’d given myself plenty of orgasms, but I’d always had control over every single one of them. It was so completely different when the pressure and speed, the angle, and intensity was not something I could expect. Vaughn controlled all of me in that span of time, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

      My climax consumed me on a transcendental plane I didn’t even know existed. I cried out, unable to do much else but sit there and take it as he drove my body to new extreme heights with each thrust, his cock flexing and wedging deeper, rubbing mercilessly against my g-spot.

      By the time I came down, I was shaking uncontrollably. My breaths were uneven and erratic, and the entire world just felt...different. Transformed.

      I realized I’d never experienced a good, quality orgasm before.

      Looking up at Vaughn for help to deal with this earth-shattering phenomenon, I shook my head, not sure what to do now. I just wanted to come again. And again.

      He moaned out a sound of agony and tugged me off the chair. Our bodies struggled to remain connected as he set me on the floor. Then he plunged deeper inside me.

      Surprised he hadn’t finished yet, when I’d felt the earth freaking move, I gasped and wrapped my legs around his waist, holding on for dear life as he pumped his hips with a fury.

      Then he kissed me, and our tongues merged while our hands gripped the other’s hair. Losing all rhythm and finesse, he groaned and then jackknifed deep. Finding his release, he buried his face in my neck and held himself inside me, clutching my ass to keep me right where he needed me most.

      His big body trembled on top of mine, and I hugged him close, petting his hair as he came down from his high.

      Finally, he exhaled a deep breath and then sniffed my hair before kissing my temple. Voice trembling, he said, “Lucy?”

      He sounded as lost as I’d felt moments ago when I’d realized I was no longer my own person. Stroking his hair to guide him through the change with me, I murmured, “Yeah?”

      Releasing a breath, he pushed up onto his arms and looked down at me, his brown eyes seeking. Then he said, “We’re doing that again.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Okay,” I answered, bobbing my head obediently.

      Groaning, he crawled to a stand, his knees wobbling as he did, and he found his balance just before his jeans slipped the rest of the way down his legs and pooled around his ankles.

      Kicking them off and across the floor, he held out his hand to me right before he ordered, “Right now.”

      Trapped under his spell, I took his fingers, and he tugged me up, off the carpet, then led me toward the daybed on the other side of the room.
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      I woke to my phone dinging with an incoming text the next morning.

      With a groan, I flung my arm out and blindly patted around my nightstand, searching for it. I didn’t even bother to open my eyes until I found it and was drawing it to me to read the screen.

      When the bed shifted next to me, I nearly jumped out of my skin, already having forgotten that I had company.

      Shit. Last night. Vaughn. Drunk decisions. Best sex of my life.

      Oh Lord, I had no idea how all of that was going to transfer to the light of day. The sober light of day.

      Holding my breath, I turned my head and glanced over.

      He had the sheets tucked up under his armpits so a bare golden, toned shoulder was on display with his hand pillowing his cheek as he slept on his side, facing me.

      God, those shoulders. I remember licking them at one point late in the night, running my fingertips over them, and even clutching them for dear life when I’d climbed onto his lap for a long, slow ride.

      I really, really liked those shoulders. And that gorgeous face. Plus his talented hands and—

      Eyelids flickering, he started to wake before he smacked his lips, wincing at a headache, no doubt, and finally, he opened his eyes.

      “Morning,” I said, my voice rusted from sleep. I watched him carefully, beyond worried about how this was going to play out.

      “Morning,” he hoarsely replied. His brown eyes were unfocused as he tried to capture full consciousness. “What time is it?”

      “Nearly nine,” I answered and turned my attention to read the message I’d just received.

      “Nine? Holy shit!” Vaughn’s eyes opened wider in surprise, and he lurched upright, only to groan and wince, then clutch his head.

      “Uh-oh.” I winced. “Did you have somewhere to be?” Sitting up as well, I touched his arm tentatively, silently asking if he was okay.

      Asking if we were okay.

      “No.” He shook his head and released a breath as if breathing through the pain before he gently covered my hand and squeezed. “I just never sleep in this late.”

      “Oh.” I relaxed fractionally. “Well, we didn’t get to bed until after three, so I’d say we’re allowed one morning to sleep in.”

      He nodded in agreement, but his bleary, tired eyes still looked troubled.

      I’d gone down on him at some point in the night too, I think. I remembered trying to fit all of him into my mouth until he’d tumbled me onto my back with a laugh and showed me where he thought his cock truly belonged.

      Damn, but I’d lost track of just how many times we’d had sex. How many different positions. How many different places. I’m pretty sure he bent me over the kitchen table during one round when we had tiptoed to the refrigerator for refueling snacks. No idea if we ever got those snacks, though. I just knew I felt intensely sore between my legs, and it was the most satisfying sore I’d ever experienced.

      But Vaughn didn’t look satisfied at all.

      I opened my mouth to come right out and ask if he was alright, but then his thumb swept slowly over my knuckles, and the breath in my lungs exited a little easier while the tension in my stomach relaxed. If he totally regretted what we’d done last night, he wouldn’t touch me so sweetly right now.

      Would he?

      Sending him a tremulous smile, I waved my phone before saying, “That was a text from my mom that woke us. They’re bringing Ava Grace back now.”

      “Now?” His already pale face turned an ashen gray. Except all he did was swallow, nod once in understanding, and mumble, “I should probably clear out, then.” He started to lift the covers and slide his legs out from under the sheets, only to pause and bunch them right back over his hips before glancing guiltily my way.

      “Uh… You don’t happen to know where my clothes are, do you?”

      My chin trembled. If he was acting so modest and didn’t want me to see him naked, he had to regret something.

      Before I could even think through an answer, though, he dropped his gaze to my nightshirt. He looked stunned by what he saw, so I glanced down as well, blinking through my own surprise.

      “I…” I plucked at the cloth of the very shirt I remember him wearing last night. “I’m so sorry,” I gushed, already reaching for the hem so I could remove it. “I don’t remember even putting this on.”

      I mean, it was super soft, more than comfortable, and smelled strongly of him. I understood why I had wanted to sleep in it; I just don’t remember when I’d found it and slipped it on until a vague memory of me getting up in the middle of the night stirred. My breasts had been burning like crazy, so I’d snuck into the nursery to pump and I’d tugged on my bra and his shirt afterward. I think.

      And when I’d returned to bed, he’d woken and reached for me, slipping his hands around my hips and then me onto his lap, where I’d ridden him in the dark until we’d both come.

      Rattling out a shaky breath over such scintillating memories, I started to pull the shirt up and over my head, so I could immediately return it to its owner. But Vaughn caught my wrist and lowered my hand until the cloth covered my lap again.

      “Not a good idea,” he insisted, shaking his head. “If you take that off, I’m ninety-nine percent certain I’ll forget all about my raging hangover and the fact that your parents are headed this way as we speak.”

      I nodded slowly and bit my lip, my hormones reacting to the fact that he at least still wanted me physically after our not-so-sober escapades. He might be reviled by me morally, emotionally, spiritually, hell, every other way there was. But it was nice to know I didn’t turn him off physically.

      And suddenly, I was all too aware of the fact that I wasn’t wearing any underwear. And he had nothing on at all under that sheet.

      If he was as hard as I was wet right now, all I’d have to do was slip over on top of him, straddling his waist, and he could be inside me in less than two seconds.

      God. I caught my breath, just thinking about how good it would feel to ride him. My body still remembered how perfectly he fit inside me, and it wanted him back there again, deep and thrusting.

      Wow. I would’ve thought a night full of sex would’ve depleted me so that I wouldn’t want any more for a long time, but apparently a night full of sex with Vaughn had only primed me up, leaving me craving more.

      My breathing changed, and I bit my lip as I clamped my legs together, trying to stave off the yearnings powering through me.

      “Jesus,” he panted, his eyes heating to nearly a predatory black as he watched me try to control my obvious arousal. Clutching the sheets to his lap, he closed his eyes and arched his head back, gulping through his own desires. “I need to get the fuck out of here. Now.”

      I bobbed my head, feeling his urgency for us to gain some space between each other. Because right now, when my parents could show up at any moment was so not the time to start round...five? Six? Who knew?

      “Okay. Um…” My gaze darted around the room. “There!” I pointed toward the doorway where a dark rumpled pile of cloth lay on the floor. “Your underwear. I’ll get them.”

      I started to scramble toward the end of the bed, crawling as fast as I could away from him.

      But, uh, I think I might’ve flashed him my bare bottom as I went.

      And so Vaughn’s hand coiled around my ankle, stalling me. “Too late,” he said, his voice so thick with lust it was almost unrecognizable.

      Then, his other hand slid up the back of my thigh toward my ass, letting me know that, yeah, the shirt had definitely ridden up enough to show him everything.

      “Vaughn,” I whimpered in weak protest, bowing my head and squeezing my eyes shut as he palmed the soft, rounded flesh. “My parents…” I tried to remind him, even as I arched my ass toward him, silently inviting him to mount me.

      “Don’t worry,” he assured, slipping his fingers between my legs and making me suck in an eager breath. “I have a feeling we’ll both be done too soon to count. We have time.”

      And he slid two thick digits inside me.

      “Oh God.” I groaned low and dropped my head between my shoulders as I shifted against him and he pumped deeper.

      My response had him choking on his surprise. “Jesus. You’re so fucking wet. I love that.”

      His fingers were pulled free, and I shuddered from the loss of them. But then he was behind me, replacing the spot with something even better. As he pressed the head of his cock to my entrance, his hand dropped down into the mattress near my face where he braced himself. And then he started to work his body into mine, easing deeper with slow increments, centimeter by centimeter.

      I widened my thighs, arching my hips to receive more. “God,” I gasped, gripping his wrist that was planted next to my face. “Oh God. Vaughn...”

      He choked out a needy sound and thrust forward, impaling me all the way, hard and deep.

      It was more than I could take. “Vaughn!” This time, when I said his name, I was pleading.

      He interlaced our fingers, gripping hard as he said into my ear, “It’s okay. I got you.”

      And he slid his free hand around my hip and between my legs, finding my clit.

      With barely a touch from him, I started to come, my pussy spasming around his thick length in unrelenting waves.

      He gasped my name and rested his forehead on the back of my shoulder, holding himself still inside me as I came all over his cock.

      “No,” I cried, shaking my head and continuing to climax anyway. “Not yet.”

      It was too soon; I’d wanted to enjoy more of him before I was done.

      But Vaughn flexed inside me, forcing my body to rocket even higher and come even harder. “Damn you,” I panted when I was finally able to speak again.

      He merely chuckled with masculine accomplishment. “Damn you,” he whispered affectionately into my ear, his breath stirring my flesh and making my nipples hard before he nipped playfully at the lobe. “If your orgasms weren’t so spectacular to watch, I wouldn’t feel the need to give them to you so quickly.”

      I gave a breathless laugh and shook my head. “But I wanted to wait until you were ready too.”

      Vaughn slowly started moving inside me, withdrawing and pushing back in again. “Guess that means I’m going to have to make you come again by the time I do.”

      “Oh God,” I groaned, shuddering in delight over that idea even as I shook my head. “We don’t have time.”

      “Oh really?” The challenge in his voice was sexy as hell. “Watch me.”

      And then he fucked me from behind until he had me straining and arching, my fully-satisfied pussy beginning to tighten and work back into a new frenzy, needing another climax.

      Vaughn nipped the back of my shoulder with his teeth and I arched, crying out. “God, I love it when you do that.”

      “I love you,” he countered, only to groan because his own orgasm was starting. He hid his face in the back of my neck, his harsh breaths heating my nape as he captured my clit and thrust into me hard before holding himself there.

      I didn’t realize how much I’d like hearing him say that until those beautiful syllables were bouncing around inside my ears.

      Clutching his hand, I pushed back against him and absorbed both our releases as I followed him into oblivion.

      “Love you too,” I mumbled as my orgasm broke and began to die down.

      He kissed the back of my ear in response.

      Time passed. A peaceful lull ensued. Vaughn quietly stroked the bumps in my spine as we both recovered. My eyelids grew heavy, and sleep started to sweep over me, until he jostled me gently, murmuring, “Hey, don’t fall asleep on me.”

      “Shit.” My parents were still on their way. “You’re right. Okay, alright. Now we really need to get our asses into gear.” Finding the oomph to scramble off the side of the bed, I landed on bare feet and raced toward the doorway of the room, saying, “I’ll get your shorts.”

      “Thanks,” he called from behind me, not bothering to move from the mattress at all.

      As soon as I reached his boxers, however, and bent down to pick them up, I spotted his pants in the hall. So I followed the trail, gathering socks and shoes after that. Since I was close enough to the bathroom, I went ahead and ducked inside to grab some pain relievers from the medicine cabinet along with a cup of water.

      “I think I got everything,” I announced breathlessly as I returned to the room, where Vaughn was just sitting up in bed, his feet on the floor as he rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Plus some aspirin too.”

      “God, you’re a saint.” Then he winced against the sunlight as he simultaneously tried to smile his gratitude at me before reaching a hand my way.

      I gave him the pills and drink first, then continued to hold his clothes, draping them over my arm with the shoes piled on top as I waited to hand them over one by one as soon as he lowered the glass.

      Sighing as if refreshed, he set the empty cup on the nightstand and murmured, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I glowed, happy to attend to him and give him any kind of pleasure. He deserved to be pampered and loved, and it felt like an honor that he was letting me actually do something for him after all the things he’d done for Ava and me.

      Inside his pair of pants, his phone gave a notification ding, and I said, “Oh!” in surprise before fishing through denim to find a pocket and pull it out. “Here you go.”

      I started to hand it over, only to catch a glimpse of the screen and stop dead.

      “Wait. Is that…?”

      I tipped my head and squinted. It was a photo memory notification, letting him know it’d been a year since a certain picture had been taken. The shot was miniaturized and hard to see, but it looked an awful lot like Duke’s big, wide smile.

      Instant dread pooled in my stomach. Any kind of reminder of his brother right now was not going to help anything between Vaughn and me.

      “What?” Vaughn pushed to his feet and curiously peered over my shoulder to see.

      God, I really didn’t want him to look. But it wasn’t like I could hide it from him, so I tilted the phone to let him see, already bracing for impact.

      He hissed out a long breath and murmured, “Yeah. That’s him.”

      Then he reached around me to open the shot and unlock the screen. The picture grew bigger, showing off his brother in a very familiar scene. It was the cake he was holding and tipping outward to show off to the camera that made my stomach pitch, though.

      “I know that cake,” I admitted, blinking rapidly. Then I pointed. “I was on the courtesy committee last year at work. I picked out that cake for his going away party.”

      Turning, I looked up into Vaughn’s eyes. “I picked out that cake,” I repeated, my voice feeling hollow.

      Vaughn squinted, not understanding.

      I shook my head, realizing what this meant. “I remember having no idea what to have the bakery write on it. Everything just seemed incredibly lame or inappropriate, so I finally settled with: we will miss you.”

      I watched Vaughn’s throat work as he swallowed. His voice was hoarser than it’d been when he first woke up because he was piecing the puzzle together too and beginning to see the whole picture.

      “He sent that photo to me to brag about how much everyone was spoiling him at his going away party,” he explained, his eyes filling with a doomed realization. “I saved it because I wanted to keep every image of him I could get. Holy shit…” Sitting back on the edge of my bed, he gripped his head in his hands and gaped at me in dread. “That party would’ve been the same night you and he…”

      He shook his head and closed his eyes, trying to reject the truth.

      But I finished the sentence for him, anyway, whispering, “…conceived Ava Grace, yeah.”

      “Oh God,” he moaned, bowing his face. I watched his shoulders heave as he tried to settle that fact in his mind, only to say, “Holy shit. This just got too real for me.”

      “Vaughn,” I started. But I didn’t know what else to say.

      He dropped his hands and looked up at me, his eyes begging. “So, as of midnight last night, it’s been the one-year anniversary of you and him…?”

      He didn’t finish the question. But he didn’t have to.

      Hugging my waist guiltily, I cringed and whispered, “Yes.”

      A half sob, half moan left his throat. “But you… You and I didn’t make it home from the party until after midnight.”

      Which meant he shared the very same sex date with me as his brother did.

      “I…” I still had no idea how to respond, so I just shook my head and whispered, “I’m sorry. I… I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      All color drained from his face. He stared at me, looking lost and horrified.

      When enough reasonable time passed for him to make a response and he’d yet to say anything, I reached out and touched his shoulder. “Vaughn?”

      He jumped as if I’d just shot him and lurched back to his feet.

      Pulling my hands to my chest, I took a good step in reverse, giving him space. Lots of space. Then I asked, “Are you okay?”
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      Was I okay?

      There was no fucking way in hell I was okay.

      Last night had been…

      It’d been the best experience of my life. Sharing my body with Lucy had rocked my world. I still wanted her. Now and always.

      Except…

      “Jesus,” I rasped, just standing there and hating myself for even thinking this way, yet unable to stop the rush of territorial, devastating emotions anyway.

      He’d been where I’d been and done exactly what I’d done, on the very same day.

      Hot jealousy poured through me.

      And I wasn’t sure what to say to her because I was wigging out when I knew I shouldn’t. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or do anything to make her think she’d done anything wrong or that I regretted what we’d shared, even though I really, really wished we hadn’t done it on the very same fucking anniversary that she’d been with Duke.

      Lucy had to be the one thing I never would’ve wanted to share with him. And yet, I knew I had no right to feel this proprietary sensation over her. Because, one, she wasn’t a fucking possession, and two, even if we could claim dibs, he’d clearly come first and would’ve won that caveman competition, anyway.

      Dammit, I was going to fuck this up so bad. I just knew it.

      Hands fumbling, I took the clothes that she’d set on the bed next to me at some point, and I rushed to pull on the boxers and then the jeans.

      “I-I… Vaughn?” Lucy’s sweet, concerned voice made me gnash my teeth. She sounded so worried, so guilty. It made me feel shittier. She’d done nothing wrong; we’d both made the very conscious decision to be together. She hadn’t tricked or seduced or manipulated me. It’d been a mutual, adult, consensual act that we’d both wanted. And enjoyed.

      “What do you need me to do?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      I rasped out a sound of pain and shook my head. Torment sluiced through me. But why the hell did she have to sound so damned concerned and worried? She should be pissed at how shoddily I was holding it together. She should hate me for having any kind of pause over this at all.

      “Nothing,” I croaked, finally looking up at her. The fear on her face broke me. I had to pull it together, to reassure her, but I just fell apart more. “You’re fine,” I tried to say anyway, my voice barely audible as it trembled on the edge of sanity. “You don’t need to do anything. You’re—”

      “But—”

      I reached for her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m bungling this. I know I’m bungling this. You look worried, like you did something wrong, but you didn’t.” I lifted my brows and looked her straight in the eyes. “I swear to God, you did nothing wrong.”

      “Trust me, I did plenty wrong,” she muttered, rolling her eyes in a self-deprecating manner right before her lashes filled with tears. “God, I’m so sorry, Vaughn.”

      Dammit, now I was making her cry.

      “No,” I ordered, pulling her in for a hug and kissing her brow. “No apologies. You’re good, I swear.”

      “But you—this… The date...” She sniffed through her tears and hugged me back, resting her head on my shoulder. “I had no idea what day it was.”

      “I know.” I smoothed a hand down her back and felt her bra through the cloth of the shirt. It reminded me of how she’d put it back on last night to keep from leaking.

      Which further reminded me she was a breastfeeding mother, which for some reason made another issue pop into my head.

      “Aah, fuck.” I pulled back, wincing and clutching my head, losing my shit all over again. “We… We didn’t use anything last night. Or this morning. Oh my God...”

      What if I’d gotten her pregnant? Just as my brother had a year ago today?

      “Oh!” She seemed surprised by my worries but not at all concerned. Waving the issue aside, she assured, “It’s okay. Don’t worry. I got an IUD put in after Ava was born.”

      “You what?” When I blinked at her, with no idea what she was talking about, she explained, “It’s a tiny device inserted up there that keeps you from getting pregnant for about five years or so.”

      “Oh.”

      As I nodded over that, grateful to hear we were safe from an unplanned pregnancy, she went on. “And we’re safe on the STD front, since it’s been even longer for you than it’s been for me, and my last time was with...”

      When her words went quiet, and she paled, I sighed. “With Duke,” I quietly finished for her. “Exactly a year ago today.”

      Dammit, we were back to that again.

      I wiped a hand over my face and admitted, “I still should’ve thought of protection last night.”

      “Or I could’ve mentioned it,” she told me, trying to take on some of my guilt.

      “I cannot believe this,” I insisted, gripping my head and growing disappointed in myself. “Gah, I was so pissed at Duke when I learned he’d gotten you pregnant. It completely blew my mind that he could just forget something important like birth control and protection. Hell...” Huffing out a hard breath, I shook my head and looked at her. When my body stirred, remembering exactly how it felt to be inside her, I clenched my teeth. “But now I understand.”

      All thought had fled my head when Lucy had been naked and crying out under me. It must’ve been the same for Duke.

      Oh Jesus, I was going to be sick.

      Releasing a pained sound, I buried my face in my hands and tried not to picture her straining and panting as she opened for him the same way she’d bloomed for me.

      God...dammit.

      “Vaughn? Are you okay?”

      I don’t know why she kept asking me that. Clearly, I was not okay, but I didn’t want to say that to her. Except I couldn’t lie, not to Lucy, so I ended up mumbling, “No.” My voice shook as I ground the palms of my hands into my eye sockets. “I feel like I’m coming apart at the seams. I just keep wondering what you and he…”

      But I shouldn’t tell her that either, so I shook my head and moaned, gnashing my teeth some more and feeling them creak from the strain. “And I can’t seem to scrub those awful thoughts from my head, no matter how hard I try. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      Lucy sniffed, and I opened my eyes to discover she looked completely wrecked. “I… I’m sorry. My God. I swear, I never meant to put you through this, Vaughn.”

      “Lucy, no.” Despising myself for upsetting her, I stepped forward to touch her elbow. “Don’t—”

      But a noise from the outside of her house had me pausing.

      I frowned, glancing toward the window that faced the street. “What was that?”

      Lucy tipped her head to listen, only for her eyes to widen. “Oh shit,” she hissed. “My parents are here.”

      Since she was still wearing my shirt, she ripped it off and tossed it my way. “Go ahead and go. We’ll talk about this later.”

      But she had to wipe at the wetness on her cheeks and sniff from a runny nose as she rushed to her dresser and pulled open a drawer, extracting a pair of underwear.

      “What, no,” I insisted, still holding the shirt in my hand. “I can’t leave like this. You’re fucking crying.”

      She turned and looked at me before another rush of tears ran down her cheeks. “Dammit, Vaughn. Stop caring so much. You’re only making this harder.”

      I opened my mouth, wondering how she thought I could just automatically stop caring about her. She was the most important person in my world. I didn’t want her to be upset.

      But from the front of the house, the main door came open.

      “Wha…?” I started in confusion. Had we not locked the damn door last night?

      “They have a key,” Lucy explained, answering my unasked question as she yanked on a T-shirt.

      But she didn’t have time to find any bottoms.

      From the hall, her mother’s voice was saying. “Let’s go see if we can find Mama down here, shall we?”

      “Mom,” Lucy started in warning, shifting to move in front of me and block me from view.

      I pulled on my shirt, yanking it down just as Aspen appeared in the open doorway of the bedroom, holding Ava in her arms.

      Of course, I still wasn’t wearing any shoes or socks, and Lucy only had a shirt and panties on, so it was beyond obvious what we’d been doing.

      “Oh!” Aspen froze in the doorway, her eyes wide with unprepared shock. Then, she began to backpedal right back out the door. “Sorry. We’ll, uh, we’ll just be in the living room.”

      She gave a professional nod that was completely out of place at that moment and promptly disappeared from view.

      Lucy whirled to face me, apology written all over her face. But her voice was about as calmly out of place as her mother’s professional little nod had been when she said, “Well, that didn’t go as planned.”

      No shit.

      When we heard her mother’s voice from the front room, followed by a deeper one, Lucy winced. “And great. Dad’s here too. That’s just...swell.”

      I blew out a breath and sat on the bed to tug on my socks. “Then I guess we better put our clothes the rest of the way on and get out there,” I said, shoving aside our conversation for later to deal with this right now.

      She met my gaze. “You don’t have to go out there. I’ll handle them.”

      I frowned darkly, fully understanding that she was just trying to be helpful and kind and ease me from an uncomfortable confrontation, but I felt insulted by her offer, anyway. No way in hell would I leave her to deal with them by herself.

      “Find some pants,” I ordered before dragging up a shoe and jamming it on.

      Lucy was just pulling on a pair of flannel sleep pants by the time I finished.

      Reaching for her hand, I asked, “Ready?”

      She bit her lip and met my gaze before tightening her fingers around mine. Then she winced. “No, but let’s get this over with, anyway.”

      I nodded back, and we left the room together.

      Aspen had clearly warned Noel to expect me. And though he didn’t say anything, he didn’t look pleased as his gaze immediately dropped to our clasped hands.

      Lucy ignored his disapproval. Focusing on her daughter, she let go of my fingers so she could move to her mother and pull Ava from her arms. She hugged the baby to her chest and kissed her forehead before returning to my side so I could reach out and pet Ava’s hair too. And then her gaze finally strayed to Noel.

      He folded his arms over his chest and lifted an eyebrow.

      “So…” Lucy announced with a big sigh. “As you can imagine, Vaughn and I had a bit too much to drink last night and got a little carried away.”

      Her dad released a pent-up breath. “You know what?” he finally said, lifting his hands and shaking his head. “I’ve overreacted before in these types of situations.”

      When I furrowed my brow, wondering just how many times he’d caught Lucy with another guy, she glanced over and explained, “He wigged out years ago when he learned his sister had married his best friend behind his back.” Then she added, “Teagan’s parents.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “Oh. Wow.”

      “So I’m going to keep it together this time,” Noel was saying before he glanced my way. “I like you, Vaughn. And everything I’ve seen and heard about you impresses me. I would actually be relieved if you ended up with my daughter. So just tell me when the wedding is,” he finished, spreading his hands as if it were as simple as that, and marriage would solve everything. “And I promise I won’t lose it.”

      “Dad,” Lucy scolded, while my stomach plummeted.

      Black dots danced in my eyes, and the room pitched woozily.

      But marry Lucy?

      The idea was such a shock to my system that my knees gave out and I found myself sinking into the chair closest to me.

      “This is not a good time for that,” Lucy warned, her voice stern.

      “And why not?” her father pressed, his tone just as hard.

      “Noel,” Aspen cautioned quietly.

      “What?” he growled. “I’m just curious why our daughter doesn’t think now is a good time to—”

      “Because we just realized a few minutes ago that today is the one-year anniversary of Ava’s conception, and Vaughn isn’t taking it well to learn that he now shares that date with his deceased brother. Okay? It is not a good time.”

      I hissed a curse under my breath and pressed my palms to the sides of my head, squeezing them in as if I could literally force out every bad thought in my brain of exactly what I’d shared of Lucy’s body with my brother. But the images I kept creating wouldn’t leave.

      Not at all comfortable with the fact that Lucy had told her parents everything, I could only flash my gnashed teeth as I watched her dad pull back in surprise and glance cringingly my way as if sympathizing with my pain.

      “And I have to admit,” Lucy went on, her voice wavering unsteadily. “I’m feeling pretty shitty and awful for putting him through all this in the first place.”

      I glanced over to discover she was starting to cry again. “God,” I muttered, pushing to my feet and stepping toward her, only to jar to a halt because it didn’t feel as if I could embrace her in front of her parents. “You’re not shitty or awful. I told you; you didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Yeah, right.” She sniffed and wiped at her face. “I can only imagine how disgusting you really think I am for—”

      “Stop it,” I hissed, shaking my head. “I don’t. Not at all.”

      “Well, then...” Aspen stepped forward to ease the baby from Lucy’s arms. “We’re just going to bring Ava back later.” Then she glanced at me sadly before turning back to her daughter. “You two work this out.”

      After sending her husband a significant glance, she turned and started for the front door.

      Noel heaved out a sigh, then grabbed the diaper bag and baby carrier before starting after his wife. He gave me a kind, fatherly pat on the shoulder as he passed, murmuring, “Don’t fuck this up.” Then he kissed Lucy’s cheek, telling her he loved her, and he disappeared from the house as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            VAUGHN

          

        

      

    

    
      After the door shut, silence filled Lucy’s living room.

      Throwing my head back, I smoothed my hands over my hair, then blew out a breath and faced Lucy again.

      “Do you think we should get married?” were the first words to come out of my mouth.

      But as soon as I said that, I hissed in regret and shook my head, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      “Jesus,” I growled. “That was a worse proposal than both Luke and Trick’s put together.”

      At least they had knelt, plus brought food, and even an engagement ring.

      Lucy smiled sadly at my lame attempt and wiped at her wet eyes. “Trust me, we don’t have to get married just because my parents found out we’ve had sex.”

      I nodded because, yeah, okay, that sounded logical, which reminded me just how illogically my brain was working at the moment.

      “I…” Shaking my head, I mumbled, “I’m sorry. I’m a train wreck. I shouldn’t have...”

      “You’re playing a dangerous and harmful game with yourself is what you’re doing,” she accused softly as she touched my arm.

      I frowned in confusion, and she sighed. “Have you been tearing yourself apart like this with that many thoughts of what Duke and I must’ve done together?”

      “I…” Lowering my face shamefully, I cleared my throat and began to wring my hands nervously. “I mean, I know I shouldn’t,” I started regretfully. “I have no right to even be—”

      “Vaughn.” She touched my chin and gently urged me to look up at her.

      When I did, tears filled my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Why couldn’t I just stop letting her down?

      “Sorry about what?” she ordered softly and pulled me into a hug. “You can’t exactly help what thoughts your mind conjures. But I hate learning this so late and not being able to help you with it. Jesus. You could drive yourself crazy with all the things you could think up.”

      That was no shit. “But it’s not something you can exactly help me with,” I said as she took my hand and led me to the couch, where she had us both sit.

      “Yes, it is,” she answered with a certainty that surprised me. “Because I’m going to tell you exactly what happened that night so there will be nothing left to imagine.”

      I immediately shook my head. “What? No. Absolutely not.” No way in hell could I listen to that.

      But she insisted. “Yes. I know this is probably exceptionally unconventional and an awful idea. You might not want anything to do with me afterward. Or maybe you’ll be able to work past it because of what I tell you, but at least you won’t have to wonder anymore. And we’ll find out once and for all if we can move forward from it or not.”

      When I froze, she paused as well before clearing her throat and murmuring, “I mean, that is, if moving forward together is even something you do want.”

      I shook my head slowly. “What I want is not an issue here.”

      “Um, I would say it’s the only issue,” she argued. “Because I know I’m open to exploring more with you. I wasn’t lying when I told you I loved you. You are it for me.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes, bowing my head. It didn’t seem possible that one phrase could instill so many different emotions inside a person. But the joy and elation were tempered by fear and uncertainty, guilt and heartbreak, hope and hopelessness. I didn’t even know how to process it all.

      “I love you, too,” I promised. “I’m just...messed up.”

      She set her hand gently on my knee. “Please let me tell you everything.”

      “Lucy…” My voice strained with the torment I was going through because she made it sound so simple and easy when it wasn’t. Then my eyes went begging as I met her gaze and admitted, “I think it’ll break me to hear it.”

      She only smiled. “And I seriously think you’re over-romanticizing my one night with him in your head more than you need to. Which is exactly why I’m going to tell you what happened. Because I have this feeling it’ll help.” Then she blew out a steadying breath and sent me a tremulous smile. “But… In case I’m wrong, I want you to know you’ll still always have access to Ava. If you need someone else, who isn’t me, to work as a go-between and bring her to you for visits, I would make that happen. Or if you want to keep living in the garage but don’t want to see me again, we could work out a schedule where I just wouldn’t be anywhere near the kitchen when you—”

      “Or we could just not fucking talk about that night,” I suggested on a shrug. Sounded like the best plan to me.

      “Vaughn,” she started in a forced-calm voice.

      I shook my head, feeling my stomach plummet. “I don’t want to know this—”

      “It was awful,” she cried emphatically. “And I’m 99.9% sure you wouldn’t have another jealous thought about it if you knew how bizarre and awkward and unsettling it truly was.”

      “Lucy,” I started, closing my eyes. “You don’t have to say that just to make me feel better.”

      “Trust me.” She sniffed bitterly. “I’m not.” When I opened my eyes to give her a questioning glance, she lifted her eyebrows, motioning me silent. “So just shut up and listen.”

      “It’s okay—” I tried to tell her. I wouldn’t mention my issues about it again. She did not have to do this.

      “At his going away party,” she started, done arguing with my protests. “I stepped outside for a few minutes to get some fresh air. It was kind of chilly inside, and the outside heat felt nice. Until Duke found me out there by myself. He did his typical horndog flirting thing, which I blew off like I usually did. But then he turned serious on me all of a sudden and nearly started crying, telling me he probably wasn’t even going to survive the month. He seemed pretty upset about the idea of never getting to have sex again. He wasn’t even sure how long he’d be able to still get aroused.”

      Lucy shrugged and sent me an apologetic cringe. “At first, I didn’t know if he was pulling one over on me or not. He seemed like the jokester type who would lie like that to get what he wanted.”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled regretfully and sniffed. “He really was.”

      She pointed as if grateful I agreed, but then she said, “I couldn’t be sure, though. I mean, he was leaving work because he’d gone on hospice. He had to be dying sometime.”

      As soon as she said that, she winced and paused, whispering, “Sorry.”

      I lifted a hand and shook it, letting her know she hadn’t been insensitive, not in my book, anyway.

      “When he asked if I’d come home with him, I felt extremely put on the spot. I thought I’d be a terrible person if I told him no. So…” She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “I followed him home in my car. Inside, he led me through the house in the dark and didn’t turn on a light until we were in the room with the door shut, and he never mentioned anything about living with anyone.” She rolled her eyes. “Though, now that I’m looking back, it would’ve been strange for him to be living alone at a time like that, huh?”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just sat there.

      And Lucy, unfortunately, picked the story up where she’d left off.

      “He ignored me as he went straight to the bed and collapsed on his back with a groan as if he were exhausted. I stood at the door, feeling awkward and almost unwelcome. And when he opened his eyes and looked at me, I saw these dark rings around them that I’d never noticed before. He looked so sunken and frail; it was the first time he ever actually appeared to be terminally ill to me. I just wanted to turn around and run.”

      Lucy looked down as if ashamed and started to pick at her fingernails.

      When she looked up, her smile was miserable and apologetic. And for the first time since she’d started her account, I wanted to know what had put that look there.

      “He asked me if I would be on top,” she said, her voice wavering. “And I felt trapped, like there was no way I could back out at that point. So I told him that was fine, and I inched uncomfortably toward the bed. He sent me a small, half-grateful smile and unzipped his jeans while he continued to lay on his back on the bed. He didn’t remove his pants or shirt or a single article of clothing. He just pushed his underwear down enough to pull his dick out, and he started to masturbate.”

      I frowned. “But he was stark-ass naked the next morning,” I argued.

      Lucy sighed and rolled her eyes my way, dryly mumbling, “Oh, I’ll get there.”

      I winced.

      “There was no touching between us beforehand,” she assured. “He stroked himself until he was hard, while I stood by the bed, pretending I was anywhere but there. I mostly just stared at the posters of the half-naked women on his walls. And then, once he was ready, he told me I could climb on.”

      I’m not sure what my expression looked like, but it must’ve mirrored how horrified I felt for her because she covered her face with both hands and groaned. “I know! Please stop looking at me like that.”

      But I couldn’t help it; I exploded, “That was his form of foreplay? Seriously? Just climb on? Jesus, Duke.” I ran my hand through my hair, suddenly wishing I’d taught him how to treat women better.

      “I’m sorry,” Lucy was the one who gushed, though. “I was so nervous and uncomfortable the whole time. Whenever he coughed, I kept expecting him to hack up blood or half a lung or something. But I mostly just prayed he couldn’t keep an erection up and would want to stop. Except it didn’t go down, and I felt doomed.”

      I blew out a breath, half hoping she’d stop the story there, but also hoping she’d finish so I could get over the terrible wondering I was having.

      Her voice began to shake even more unsteadily than before. “He asked me if I’d take my shirt off, so I did. But I never removed my bra or the skirt I was wearing. I just kind of slid my panties off under it so he couldn’t see anything, and I climbed onto his, uh…you know.”

      I closed my eyes and nodded because, yeah, I knew.

      “He didn’t touch me anywhere,” she said, her voice soft. “In fact, he closed his eyes through the whole thing and grabbed the sheets next to him as if he was imagining I was someone else.”

      Hugging herself as the memories wracked her, she began to rock gently as she told me, “And the only place I touched him was there, so I could fit us together. All the while, I felt so bad, like I should pretend I was having more fun than I was, so he could have a memorable last time. But I just couldn’t fake it. It was too weird and uncomfortable. I just…”

      “It’s okay,” I told her softly, feeling bad for her.

      She glanced at me pitifully and hugged herself. “It was so surreal and strange; it didn’t even seem real. I thought every move I made was somehow going to hurt him; he had to assure me half a dozen times that he was fine. I think that’s why I completely forgot about birth control. My mind was just whirling with all these other thoughts.”

      I nodded, letting her know I understood.

      “When he finished,” she said. “He opened his eyes again and gave me an expectant look before telling me he was done. I guessed that meant he wanted me to get off him, so I apologized and—”

      “You apologized?”

      Lucy blushed. “I don’t know! Yes. He seemed annoyed that I was still there.”

      “Jesus.” I blew out a breath and ran a hand through my hair. “And you didn’t get to finish at all?”

      “Good God, no.” Lucy looked at me as if I was insane for even suggesting the idea. “That wasn’t going to happen no matter what. I was just grateful he was ready for it to stop.”

      I winced. I’d been hoping she hadn’t had a better time with Duke than she’d had with me, but I hadn’t wanted her to be this miserable either.

      “So I got off the bed, immediately put my shirt back on, and I asked where his bathroom was so I could clean up. But he only pointed toward his nightstand and told me I could borrow some tissues.”

      Incredulous, I blinked at her in amazement. “He didn’t even let you use the bathroom?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe he thought I wouldn’t come back or I’d wake you up. I don’t know. But it was truly strange to clean up and pull my underwear back on afterward in front of him.”

      I huffed out a disgusted breath, feeling protective of her and irritated with Duke.

      “He asked if I would stay and sleep next to him the whole night.” Lucy shrugged helplessly. “I felt so bad about how awful the sex had been, I thought I owed him at least that.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “I don’t know why you thought you owed him anything at all.”

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled miserably. “He just seemed so upset; I wanted to help.”

      “And you have the irresistible need to heal the world’s pain. I know.” Reaching out, I covered her hand.

      She squeezed my fingers and looked at me, seeking forgiveness. “Are you mad at me?”

      I sniffed out a soft sound that was more snort than laugh. “Because you followed your natural, bleeding-heart inclinations and helped my brother in a way you totally didn’t have to? No. I just wish you’d realized it wasn’t necessary.”

      She swallowed noisily and then confessed, “That’s when he stripped all his clothes off. It surprised me so much when he started, that I remember asking him what he was doing. But all he mumbled was that he hated sleeping in clothes.”

      “Wait.” I held up a hand. “He kept his clothes on for sex but took them off to sleep?”

      “Yep,” Lucy muttered, lifting her eyebrows with meaning. “Once he was naked, he curled up against me and rested his head on my boob like it was a pillow. And I swear, that is honestly the most intimate we got.”

      I nodded, letting her know I wasn’t jealous. She’d been right about one thing; telling me had sucked the envy straight from my lungs. Now, I was just…

      I don’t know what I was.

      “He surprised the snot out of me by apologizing,” she announced suddenly as if it were an afterthought. “Right before he fell asleep, he said he never should’ve asked me to go home with him.”

      I lifted my eyebrows in interest. “Really?”

      Lucy nodded. “I asked if he wanted me to leave, hoping he’d say yes, but he hugged me tighter and said no. Then he confessed that he’d known I wouldn’t be able to turn him down when he’d asked me to sleep with him.” She smiled softly. “He called me a softy and then made me swear that the next time I was with a guy it would be someone I wanted to be with more than I wanted my next breath.”

      I hissed out a lungful and shook my head, remembering the last promise Duke had made me keep, to continue on without him.

      “So did you?” I asked softly.

      When Lucy looked up in question, not understanding, I said, “Did you actually want to be with me last night? More than your next breath? Or did you just feel bad for me because I was struggling with my grief?”

      “Vaughn Merrill,” she murmured in a soft, scolding voice as she reached up to cup my cheek. “I can say without any reservations that you are the one and only man I’ve ever been with that I have one hundred percent wanted. Luke was right that day he proposed to me. I have always been coerced into it before, in some way or another feeling bad for the guy and thinking sex must be the only way to cheer him up or giving in because I felt obligated. And, yes, while I do feel bad for everything you’re going through, I wasn’t thinking about any of that at all last night. Or this morning.”

      I blew out a breath and pressed a fist to my mouth, digesting everything she’d said.

      She waited for my response before finally murmuring, “So… Have I scared you off for good yet? Are you completely disgusted by me now?”

      I shook my head slowly. “No,” I said. “You’re not disgusting; you never were. And you haven’t scared me off. But that wasn’t at all like what I was picturing in my head whenever I thought of you two together.”

      “I figured,” she agreed dryly.

      I wiped a hand over my face and sighed.

      Lucy finally dared to ask, “So where do we go from here?”

      I bit my lip, having no clue. But when I looked up and took in all the worry and fear in her eyes, I knew I had to confess all my shit too. She’d been brave and told me everything. I should be the same.

      “He picked you on purpose, you know.”

      Her brow crinkled in confusion, then she nodded. “I-I know. I just said he called me a softy, remember?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “He knew you’d agree to it because you’re a softy. He singled you out specifically and on purpose for an entirely different reason.”

      Lucy frowned even harder. Then she shook her head and cautiously asked, “What’re you talking about?”

      I blew out a breath, and then just said it. “It was...my fault.”
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      “I’m so confused right now,” Lucy admitted, shaking her head and squinting at me. “How could any of that night have anything to do with you?”

      I shifted guiltily on the couch next to her and took her hands. “The first time I saw you...” I started, only to pause and wince, hoping this was the best time to tell her.

      With a groan, she shook her head. “Yeah, we can just skip over that morning. Coming out of Duke’s room and running into you remains to be one of the more mortifying moments of my life, thanks.”

      “Except I’m not talking about that morning,” I corrected. “That’s the first time you saw me, yes. The first time I saw you was outside Beriss International about two weeks before that.”

      “Whaat?” She sang out the question, looking intrigued. “When was this?”

      “I don’t know. It was a Thursday,” I answered. “About lunchtime. I had stopped by to pick up Duke so I could take him to an appointment, and I was sitting in my car, parked out front, waiting for him, when you came outside.”

      Her brow furrowed, letting me know she remembered nothing of this, and when she shook her head, I kept talking.

      “You were carrying a paper sack lunch with you, and you went to sit on one of those picnic tables next to the building. You pulled out a bottle of water and some kind of sandwich. And when this squirrel came rushing up to your table, you fed him the crust.”

      “Berry,” she said, smiling fondly. “Short for Beriss.” Then she shrugged and blushed. “I had to name him since I feed him just about every day.”

      “Well, I saw you feeding him that day,” I said just before my eyes watered. Then I looked up at the ceiling and confessed in a hoarse voice, “And I wanted you.”

      “What?” Lucy sounded dumbfounded.

      When I met her confused gaze, a tear trailed down my cheek, and my knee began to bob. “It wasn’t just a physical craving either,” I went on, only to shrug. “Although there was plenty of that too. I just… I don’t know. You looked so peaceful and content, and I wanted to sit on that bench next to you and soak up your beautiful aura. I wanted it so fucking much that my limbs ached to feel as fulfilled as you seemed to be.”

      Lucy’s thumbs swept over my knuckles in soothing consolation even as she shook her head. “Vaughn, I don’t understand why this is making you so—”

      “He saw me,” I explained. “Duke caught me watching you, and he knew…” I laughed hoarsely, still amazed by it. “All I did was glance one last time at you as I was pulling away from the curb, just a single look, and he—I don’t know—but he caught me glancing over, and it was like he knew immediately every single deep, hidden craving that was in my heart.”

      Mouth falling open and eyebrows dipping with confusion, Lucy finally said, “Wait. I don’t… That doesn’t…” Then she swallowed and just looked at me, waiting for me to clarify.

      I could only huff out a degrading groan. “He always knew me better than anyone. And that day, he figured out shit about me that I didn’t even realize about myself. I mean, I knew I liked watching you sitting there on that table, but when he started teasing me about having some kind of stupid crush, I completely blew it off. Because I honestly didn’t think it was anything. To me, it’d been like watching a small movie clip, but in real life, you know. It was a stirring scene, sure. But I thought that was it. He knew, though. And that’s why he targeted you that night. Because of me. It was one of the last things he confessed to me before he died.”

      She wasn’t connecting the dots, though. Blinking at me, she tilted her head and murmured, “What? You’re not...” Shaking her head, she squinted. “You’re not saying he slept with me to hurt you, are you?”

      “No,” I answered immediately, only to wince and admit, “I mean, yeah. Basically. But it wasn’t like that. Not for him.”

      “Then what the hell was it like?” she asked, beginning to look horrified.

      “He thought it would help me,” I started. “In his own weird, stupid, wonky reasoning.”

      “What?” Lucy hissed, her eyes wide with horror.

      “He was worried about what would happen to me after he was gone. He didn’t want me to get too sad, missing him. So he thought that if he did something to piss me off, I’d be too mad at him to actually miss him.”

      Lucy gaped for a full ten seconds before saying, “That’s fucked up.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well… That’s Duke’s brain for you. He knew what would bother me more than even I knew.”

      “But…” Lucy heaved out a breath and tried to speak, only to frown. A second later, she hissed, “I can’t believe he did that. He used me to hurt you. That…that…” Squeezing her hands into fists, her eyes flared with righteous indignation as she demanded, “Aren’t you pissed at him?”

      “I was...” Blowing out a breath, I thought it through before admitting, “I was irritated with him the moment I looked up and found you coming out of his room, yes. That’s why I wasn’t the most hospitable to you that day. But it wasn’t like I’d called dibs or told him to stay away. He’d been the one making all the insinuations about my feelings, which I had denied. I didn’t even know you. So I just forgot about it. I mean, that was simply Duke being Duke. He was the most obnoxious, disrespectful little ass I’d ever met, but he was my little brother. He was my entire world. I couldn’t hate him, no matter what he did. And he realized he’d messed up. That’s why he confessed everything to me and apologized. I think that’s why he apologized to you that night too.”

      “But…” Struggling with finding her own forgiveness, Lucy sniffed out a bitter sound. “He should’ve… Why didn’t—God! If he was so worried about you carrying on without him, why didn’t he just introduce us to each other? So I could be there for you, and you wouldn’t be alone after he was gone?”

      I shrugged. “If that even occurred to him, it occurred too late. And here we are instead.” I spread my arms wide. “Everything that’s happened to you in this past year to flip your life upside down—Ava, your money issues, motherhood, all of it—is because of me. Because of one look I sent your way that my brother saw.”

      “My God,” she whispered, unable to argue my point.

      “I am responsible for wiping out everything that was your normal. And if I end up with you now—while you’re still scrambling through the debris of your new life to find your bearings again—what would that make me? I’d feel like a damn vulture, just waiting to swoop down and devour—”

      “Vaughn, don’t,” Lucy begged, her chin trembling. “Please. That is not what it’d be like.”

      “I’m sorry I got you caught up in Duke and my issues.”

      “Stop,” she begged on a rasp. “You didn’t—”

      “And despite all that, I’m still in love with you,” I said, feeling my eyes clog with tears yet again. “I’m so fucking in love with you it scares the shit out of me. A year ago, Duke was the most important thing to me. But now, you are. And Ava is. And just… your whole damn family. And I wouldn’t have any of that if he were still alive. But how can I wrap my brain around the fact that my brother had to die for me to end up happier than I’d ever been before? Jesus, God.”

      Tears rushed down my face in a flood. “I didn’t want him to die. I swear I didn’t. I would give anything to have him back again.”

      “I know,” Lucy said, opening her arms and pulling me into a hug.

      I was too wrecked to reject it; I simply collapsed against her, pressing my face to her shoulder and gathering a handful of her shirt as I bawled all over her.

      “But I’d also give anything to keep this thing I found with you,” I rasped, barely able to speak through the sobbing. “And sometimes, when I’m holding Ava, I… I start to think of her as mine. I wish she was mine. And I hate myself for it.”

      My voice broke on that confession because it felt like one of the worst, and I just squeezed my eyes shut, soaking Lucy’s shirt with my torment before I found myself looking up and spilling out the rest of the deepest, darkest secrets of my heart.

      “I...I hate myself because I was mad at Duke for sleeping with you. For the briefest moment, I wanted to hurt him. He took something I wanted, and I felt fucking betrayed. But I couldn’t be mad at him because I loved him, you know, so I took it out on you when I saw you come out of his room. And I...I…”

      “Shh…” She stroked my hair and murmured, “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “But I don’t,” I snarled. “I don’t understand any of this. How could I be so mad at him that I wanted his pain? How could there be that much darkness in me toward someone I loved? I don’t understand why I couldn’t keep from falling for you or why he had to leave me. None of it makes any damn sense.”

      “Because no one’s perfect,” she said simply, stroking my hair. “We all mess up and have some kind of darkness in us, and everyone pays for it. It’s okay to forgive yourself for that.”

      “But I don’t want to.” I shook my head insistently. “I just want to be punished for it.” So it’d just go away.

      “You have been,” she assured me. “You punished yourself.”

      Not enough, though. I waggled my head some more, disagreeing with her. But she caught my face in her hands and softly insisted. “Yes. You have.”

      My chin trembled. And I broke again. Lucy pulled me close, murmuring softly, and from there, I clung to her until I was able to pull myself back together again.

      Wiping my face, I sat upright and glanced around the room, almost surprised that it was still daylight outside. It felt as if I’d been burrowed in my breakdown for days.

      Vulnerable and raw, my voice shook when I looked at her, blinking when I discovered she’d been crying too. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry you got pulled into the middle of all this bullshit.”

      “It’s not bullshit,” she insisted, shaking her head violently. “You are grieving, and all this guilt you’re heaping on to yourself is eating you alive.”

      When I bowed my head, gritting my teeth and wishing I’d just straighten the fuck up already, Lucy touched my shoulder gently.

      “Vaughn? You do know you’re not happier now because he’s gone, don’t you? It’s okay to move forward with your life. It’s not like you’re moving on without him. He’s still with you in everything you do. And he would want you to be happy.”

      Nodding, I said, “I know. I know you’re right. But for some reason, the logical side of my brain is just not connecting with the emotional side. And I’m...I’m…”

      I was struggling.

      Lucy nodded in understanding. Then she took one of my hands, looked in my eyes, and said, “Like I said last night, I think your being around me is aggravating your healing process. It’s giving you guilt where you don’t need to feel guilty, and you’re backsliding. So I’m putting a pause on us. I think you need to stay away until—”

      “No.” My hand locked around hers, and my stomach dipped.

      Panic made my skin chill and hands shake as I imagined a world without her or Ava or a single one of her loud, intrusive family members in it. I couldn’t go through that again. I wouldn’t make it.

      If she really wanted to aggravate my healing process, this was how.

      “I can’t… I can’t lose you,” I begged. “Lucy, please...”

      “Hey, shh.” She pressed her fingers to my lips. “No one said anything about losing me. I’ll still be here. Ava will be here. I just want you to get better, and my presence isn’t helping that. This is like the worst time ever for you to fall in love, but I promise you; I’m not going anywhere. You’ll just be better off without me until you work through—”

      “No,” I repeated. “I’m not better off without you. I can work through it with you; I can. I was going to end my fucking life before you knocked on my door that day and told me you were pregnant. You gave me a reason to keep going, and you’ve given me one every single day since then. I need you.”

      Lucy’s lips parted as she gaped at me. Then she blinked once and whispered, “I’m sorry, but what did you just say?”

      Realizing what I had indeed blurted to her, I went mute. The color drained from my face before Lucy ripped her hands from mine and cried, “What did you just say, Vaughn?”

      “Nothing,” I started, shaking my head.

      But she was already asking, “What do you mean, you were going to end your life?”

      My jaw went tight.

      Her eyes filled with tears. She covered her mouth and whispered, “Oh my God.”

      I set my hand on her knee, trying to apologize.

      She gripped my fingers and shook her head. “Tell me. Tell me everything. Right now.”

      “I had some rope,” I confessed, shaking my head as if it weren’t that big of a deal. “A vacuum cleaner cord. And if I had let you inside that day, you would’ve seen it hanging from the rafters in my living room.”

      She closed her eyes and croaked my name, then tightened her grip on my fingers and opened her lashes to watch my face as she asked, “Have you done anything like that since then?”

      I shook my head. “No. I swear. And I won’t. That was a dark day, and even I know I’ve come a long way since then. I’m better.”

      “But you’ve also been backsliding,” she argued, her eyes full of fear. “I love you, Vaughn. And I never want you to have to go through anything like that.” Biting her lip, she sent me an apologetic cringe before saying, “If I asked you to talk to a therapist for me, someone I know, someone I’m sure could guide you through everything you’re having trouble dealing with, would you do it?”

      My stomach turned at the idea, but Lucy was looking at me with such worry that I nodded. “Yes. I would do anything for you.” As long as I could stay with her.

      She released a breath and hugged me. “Okay. Good. We’ll get through this, then. I just know it.”

      I hugged her back, resting my cheek on her hair. And I knew she was right. Because after our talk, something just felt...better.
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      So Vaughn and I decided to take a bit of time apart.

      Er, I decided, anyway. Vaughn just kind of reluctantly agreed with me, unable to argue with anything I said after the scare he’d given me.

      But dammit, I still couldn’t believe he’d been so low that he’d considered taking his own life. Just thinking about that sent a cold, panicked sweat over my entire body. I wasn’t willing to do anything that might send him in that direction again.

      He continued to rent space in my garage apartment, though. We worked out a schedule so we wouldn’t overlap time in the kitchen together. Except by the next weekend, I was missing him like crazy. And it didn’t help that he texted me constantly, making me fall deeper and deeper in love with him with each message.

      On Tuesday, he wrote…

      
        
        VAUGHN: Had my first appointment with the grief therapist today. She said my big talk with you this weekend was like its own breakthrough session. So… Can I come see you now?

        

      

      I grinned, thrilled he still wanted to see me at all. But then I sighed and rolled my eyes because…

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Don’t you think you need to make sure you’re fully healed? Patience, my love. We’ll see each other again, I swear. All in good time.

        

      

      The next morning he texted me again, while I was getting ready for work.

      
        
        VAUGHN: Had a dream about you last night. It was so incredibly dirty. Too bad I can’t demonstrate it for you, since you want me to stay away and all.

        

      

      I laughed and had to write a little something back, just to mess with him.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Was I going down on you in the backseat of your Charger while we were at a drive-in theater? Because, wow, I had that same dream last night, too! What a strange coincidence.

        

      

      He replied almost immediately.

      
        
        VAUGHN: Wicked woman! This is not helping me want to stay away until I’m “healed.”

        

      

      Despite his flirty messages, however, he didn’t abuse his key rights and force his way back into my living space so he could see me. He used the utility room, restroom, and kitchen as usual, and I hated staying away when he did, but I made sure we remained apart. And the fact that he respected my rules made me fall even harder for him.

      Thursday night, I was just about to feed Ava and put her to sleep when he called.

      “Hey,” I said, happy to hear from him but also concerned. “Everything okay?”

      “It’s great,” he answered, sounding more upbeat and excited than I’d ever heard him before. “I think I had another breakthrough session today.”

      “You did?” I blinked. “So you had two meetings this week?”

      “Yep,” he answered, not at all ashamed or rueful about that fact, which made me smile, glad for him. “But she said I’ve been doing so well that we’re already going to cut back to once a week starting next Tuesday.” With a laugh, he added, “My boss was happy to hear that. I’ve taken on so many new projects during this past year that I think my extra-long lunch breaks this week were more than he could handle.”

      “But…” I shook my head, confused by how healthy and happy he sounded that I pulled the phone from my ear, momentarily uncertain if this was indeed Vaughn I was talking to. Then I frowned, growing worried about how upbeat he was. Maybe it was a false high, like a manic episode before a person fell into a bigger decline than before. “Isn’t that moving kind of fast?” I asked, biting my lip with worry. “Don’t you need some time to—I don’t know—even let whatever the therapist said soak in?”

      “That’s exactly what my problem was, we discovered today,” he said, sounding eager to share. Then he paused and fumbled a moment before asking, “Are you busy? I kind of wanted to tell you all about it.”

      My heart thumped hard with flattered honor that he wanted to share any news with me. “And I definitely want to hear about it,” I assured him. “Do you mind if I put you on speakerphone? It’s just me and Ava playing on the floor in the living room right now.”

      “Tummy time?” he asked, sounding affectionately interested. “Can she roll from back to belly yet, or is it still just belly to back?”

      “Still just belly to back,” I answered, and I don’t think she’d ever done that intentionally; it just seemed like the accidental result of excessive wiggling.

      “Thank God,” he murmured in relief as I set the phone on the floor between me and the baby. “At least I haven’t missed that one yet.”

      “Aw,” I murmured as I watched my little girl turn her head toward his voice while she kept chewing on a cloth book full of extrasensory, touch and feel toys. “She heard you talk and looked over.”

      “Did she? Hey, Ava Grace. Do you know who this is?”

      “She definitely does,” I reported. “She broke out with this huge grin when you spoke again. Then she started kicking her legs. I think she’s looking forward to another round of This Little Piggy.”

      “And I can’t wait to play it with her,” he assured, his voice growing warm and personal. “Fun fact, I’m only twenty or so yards away in the backyard, as we speak. I could come up at any time and—”

      I groaned over the temptation he was providing because I wanted him here on the floor with us more than anything. “Dammit, stop,” I pleaded. “You sound so good tonight; I don’t want to do anything to hamper all this progress you’re making.”

      “And I’m telling you,” he started, his voice cajoling. “I’m so much better already.”

      “Alright, fine,” I said, laying down on the floor next to the phone and looking up at the ceiling so I could reach over and play with my daughter’s toes as Vaughn and I talked. “Tell me about this session today. I want to know everything. And then, after that; we’ll see.”

      “You mean, if I say the right things, you’ll let me come over tonight?”

      This new, flirty, alive side of Vaughn was almost more than I could take. I just wanted to gobble him whole.

      But I stayed strong. “Not tonight,” I answered, cringing as I held my stomach because I just wanted to say screw it and invite him over, then jump his bones as soon as he got here. “Maybe soon, but you’re really going to have to wow me because I absolutely do not want to do anything to hurt this...frisky side of you.”

      He chuckled. “Frisky?”

      “I don’t know,” I moaned, feeling my face heat with embarrassment as I drew my knees up and turned my face to watch Ava, who watched me back as she gummed the life out of a crinkle-stuffed zebra poking from her book. “You just sound so vivacious and full of energy and...and good.”

      “I feel good,” he answered, that intimate tone in his voice stirring parts that felt really weird coming alive in the presence of a three-month-old. “But honestly, it’s okay if you want me to stay away for a bit. I kind of like this courting you from a distance thing too. I don’t know if I’ve ever actively pursued a woman before. It’s a pretty cool experience.”

      Boy, I liked it too. “Well, you do excel at courting,” I said, snickering over the antiquated word he used to describe it, even though I loved it. Made me want to ask him for some relations.

      “Oh, yeah?” he asked, his tone going husky. “What’s been your favorite part? It was yesterday morning’s text, wasn’t it?”

      Honestly, it was how amazingly healed he sounded now, but I rolled my eyes and dryly answered, “Yep, that was it. Now quit stalling. I want to hear about these miracle meetings you’ve been having.”

      “I wouldn’t call them miracle meetings,” he answered ruefully. “I’m telling you, the talk you and I had on Saturday completely cracked me open, and I’ve really been able to weed out the nasty shit in my head since then because of that. But I do have to admit, I’m impressed with this doctor.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, sitting up in interest and hugging my knees to my chest. “That’s great.”

      “Yeah. I mean, I pretty much knew what all my issues were and where I was having problems, you know, getting over that hump, but she actually had some ideas of how to fix them. We brainstormed together, coming up with the best ways for me to honor Duke and keep him in my life, how to let the pain go but not let him go.”

      “Wow,” I murmured, stirred by what I was hearing. It was also a little intimidating, though. He suddenly seemed more emotionally established than I’d ever been.

      “So I went to the cemetery and saw him after work,” Vaughn was saying, which snapped me back to immediate attention.

      “You did?” Something in his tone made me follow up with, “Was that the first time you ever did that?”

      “Yeah,” he said softly. “I don’t know why I hadn’t visited his grave yet. Denial or just… I don’t know. It wasn’t that I thought that kind of thing was stupid, or immature, or emasculating, or anything, but I guess I just figured it was unnecessary maybe. Except I’ve reached this point that I’ll try anything to work my shit out. So I went, and I sat in the grass between him and my parents, and I told them all about Ava Grace, and the house, and you, and it… It was nice.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I murmured, wiping at a tear that had escaped my lashes.

      “It was,” he agreed softly. “And it wasn’t like I thought I had his approval or acceptance afterward, but I felt better, anyway, like I was no longer hiding anything from him. I was just open and honest and cleared the air between us, and it felt incredibly freeing.” Then he paused before more cautiously asking, “Does that sound stupid?”

      “Not at all,” I answered with feeling. I was about to tell him how proud I was of him, but he burst out with more news.

      “Oh! But I did learn something I hadn’t realized before.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, still enjoying this new Vaughn.

      “It was what I was going to tell you when you said you were worried about me working things out too quickly. The doctor thinks I was actually beginning the acceptance process of my grief, but it was going too well, so I got freaked out and scared because I also unconsciously thought it was too soon. It didn’t feel right to let him go yet. Except letting him go wasn’t even something I ever had to do, so… Yeah, that was a pretty eye-opening revelation for me too. And, no, I’m nowhere near done mourning and missing everyone I lost, but I am confident I can work through whatever comes next, be it a good day or bad. I’m at least in control of how to handle it.”

      “Sounds like it,” I said, grinning.

      “Yep. So…?” He infused a coaxing quality to his voice. “Still think it’s too soon for me to see you again?”

      Not at all, actually. But I laughed. “You just introduced me to flirty phone Vaughn, and now you want me to give him up. Hell, no. I want to be pursued, mister.”

      “But what if I promise you’ll like bedroom Vaughn even better?”

      I already knew I liked bedroom Vaughn, so I greedily announced, “I want both of them.”

      “Oh, that’s how it is, huh?” he asked with a chuckle. “Alright then, we’ll keep playing phone dating. For a bit, anyway.”

      “Good,” I said, pleased by that answer.

      We talked for a few minutes longer after that, mostly with him wanting to know about my day and how I was doing. And by the time I crawled into bed that night, I had to wonder why I was keeping him away at all.

      He’d sounded so alive and happy.

      But maybe he only sounded so good because we were staying apart and he wasn’t constantly being reminded that he’d fallen in love with the mother of his brother’s child. And I didn’t want to hamper his progress until he’d made complete peace with that fact.

      Then again, I also didn’t want him getting lonely.

      Thank goodness I had a huge family to help with that, and they already considered Vaughn one of them.

      So I called my brother on Friday evening.

      “Hey, can you check in on Vaughn again?”

      “Oh my God,” he groaned. “Why aren’t you two talking this time?”

      “We’re talking just fine, thank you very much,” I muttered sourly. “But suffice to say, he needs some companionship, anyway. That isn’t me. So can you go over there tonight, or not?”

      “I can’t tonight, no.”

      “Beau,” I begged. “Remember the last time I was worried about him and what kind of condition you found him in that day? You had him moved into my garage by the end of the night. And if I was right then, just imagine how he could be doing now.” Okay, maybe I was fibbing a bit there, but it was against my brother, so I didn’t feel bad about adding, “So please…”

      “Jesus,” he grumbled, sounding swayed by my supplication. “If you’re that worried about him, why don’t you just check on him?”

      “I can’t,” I mumbled. “It has to be anyone but me.”

      “Gah, fine. But I still can’t tonight. I’m giving Bentley a foot rub.”

      “A foot rub?” I repeated incredulously. “You want to ignore the possible emotional breakdown of a very important man because of a freaking foot rub?”

      “And I’m making her supper,” he added reluctantly. “Braiden’s staying the night with Mom and Dad. It’s supposed to be a whole thing.”

      “Oh... Wow.” My eyebrows shot up. “So you’re still trying to make up for how much of an asshole you were to her at Cress’s engagement party, huh?”

      “She’s pregnant with my child,” he snapped. “Can’t I pamper the love of my life for one night just because I want to?”

      “Meh. I guess. If you want to,” I answered, still not buying it. He’d been a total jerk for a few minutes there. And just because Bentley had obviously forgiven him didn’t mean he’d necessarily forgiven himself. I felt sure he was still doing all this out of shame.

      “How about this? I’ll make sure someone checks in on your boy, alright? Will that appease you enough to get you off my damn back about it?”

      “Which someone?” I countered suspiciously. “Because Trick and Luke are the only two single guys left in the family who’re probably free to spend time with him tonight, and those morons will only try to get him drunk and laid.”

      “Hey, good idea,” Beau congratulated. “I’ll call Hamilton and Ryan. Thanks for the suggestion. Bye now.” And the asswipe hung up on me.

      “What? No! That is not what I wanted,” I hollered into the dead phone. “Argh!”

      Fifteen minutes later, my phone dinged with an incoming text.

      
        
        VAUGHN: You’re sending me off to hang out with the single guys? Really?

        

      

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. Damn Beau. He’d done that on purpose just to irritate me.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: That was not my idea at all. I’m so sorry. I tried to get Beau to keep you company himself, but he had plans so he foisted you off on to the morons.

        

      

      I couldn’t tell if his reply was amused or irritated when he answered.

      
        
        VAUGHN: I’m not a new puppy who’s threatening to piss on the floor if left alone too long. I CAN entertain myself, you know.

        

        LUCY OLIVIA: I know. I just don’t want you to be alone tonight if you don’t want to be. Feel free to tell Trick and Luke no if you don’t want to hang out with them.

        

      

      I kind of hoped he did tell them no. But that’s not what he wrote back.

      
        
        VAUGHN: I DON’T want to be alone tonight. So how about you let me come see YOU? And Ava. God, she’s probably walking by now. She said her first word already, didn’t she? I can’t miss her first word, Lucy.

        

        LUCY OLIVIA: Oh my God. She’s not walking. She’s not talking. You’ve missed nothing.

        

        VAUGHN: But she’s going to be four months old soon. And you can introduce a baby to their first solid food as early as four months. Am I going to miss that face she makes when her tongue first touches rice cereal?

        

        LUCY OLIVIA: She’s still three WEEKS away from the four-month mark.

        

        VAUGHN: So that means you’re going to lift my ban in the next three weeks? (Hint: your answer here should be yes.)

        

        LUCY OLIVIA: Honestly, I don’t know. You’re definitely not acting like someone in mourning, that’s for sure.

        

        VAUGHN: I’m telling you, you and I had a breakthrough session together. I’m feeling a million times better since I got all that nasty shit off my chest. Sometimes getting over your biggest fear is to just look it in the face and speak its name aloud. And that’s what I did with you. The logical side of my brain has been in control ever since then, and the emotional side honestly just wants to be inside you again. So…?

        

      

      When he added begging-eye emojis, I melted. And I actually put a date on it.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Sunday. If you can manage to stay away from all those nasty, single women I just know Trick and Luke are going to try to set you up with tonight, then we’ll see each other face-to-face on Sunday. How about that?

        

      

      He must’ve thought I wasn’t being serious because he immediately wrote back.

      
        
        VAUGHN: THIS Sunday?

        

        LUCY OLIVIA: Yes.

        

        VAUGHN: Holy shit, woman. You have yourself a deal. So you better take whatever precautions you need to in the next two days, because come Sunday, that pussy is mine. And it’s going to take a pounding.

        

      

      My entire body flushed, and I bit my lip before letting out an excited squeal. Nerves tangled in my stomach. I truly hoped this didn’t backfire in any way and he ended up backsliding again, but mostly I was just excited.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Pretty sure I’m already wet and ready for you.

        

      

      He immediately replied.

      
        
        VAUGHN: Evil woman. Now I’m going to be hard for two days straight.

        

      

      I grinned and hugged myself. That was the plan.

      I’d always been secretly jealous of the raw, open way my brother had loved Bentley. Together, they’d been a wildfire, either arguing loudly or loving loudly.

      Then again, I’d also been freaked out by their outgoing, intense relationship. Being more on the mellow, introverted side, I knew I wanted something just as strong and deep, but maybe something a little quieter. Softer.

      Except my feelings for every guy I’d dated before Vaughn must’ve been so soft I didn’t even feel them.

      Until he showed up in my life.

      He was like the perfect mix: dangerously intoxicating with the way those dark, brown eyes could look at me, but also warm and safe enough to make me feel as if I could reach for him and rely on him not to hurt me. I didn’t know how to describe it; I just knew it was what I’d always wanted when I’d jealously watched Beau and Bentley fall in love.

      And now I almost had it for myself.

      Just two more days to go.

      I only hoped nothing messed it up before that, especially when Vaughn sent a follow-up text.

      
        
        VAUGHN: I love you.

        

      

      Because my soul definitely belonged to him.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: I love you too. Have fun tonight. But maybe not too much fun.

        VAUGHN: Don’t worry. I’m saving up my favorite kind of fun for Sunday.
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      It’d been over an hour since Vaughn had sent me his last text when another one came in.

      I would’ve thought he was already out with the guys by now, but maybe he was checking in with a progress report. I could only hope he wanted to tell me how lame Trick and Luke’s company was, and that he wished he was with me instead. But when I picked up my phone, I discovered it was Chloe who was reaching out.

      
        
        CHLOE: Hey, can I borrow some of your earrings?

        

      

      Immediately suspicious because she didn’t always return the things she borrowed in a very timely manner, I replied:

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Which pair?

        

        CHLOE: Don’t know. Since you’re the queen of dangling earrings, I was hoping I could just come by and browse.

        

      

      I laughed. That sounded like Chloe. When she’d been younger, she had raided her older sister Skylar’s closet constantly because she was usually too bored with her own clothes. I swear, she believed all of us women in the family were like her own personal department store to shop at whenever she pleased. But that was kind of one of the things I loved most about her, so I shook my head fondly and responded.

      
        
        LUCY OLIVIA: Sure. I’m home all night.

        

      

      Moms with three-month-olds didn’t exactly have that active of a Friday-night life. Or at least, this mama didn’t. I mean, unless you called changing poopy diapers exciting.

      
        
        CHLOE: Yay. Thank you. Be there in five.

        

      

      I swear, she must’ve been outside when she texted, though, because it felt more like thirty seconds before my doorbell rang.

      Picking Ava and myself up from the rocking chair where she was just finishing up a bottle and we were watching a rerun of New Girl, we shuffled to the door and found Chloe on the front step, looking like she was ready to go clubbing.

      “Okay,” she was already saying as she swept inside right past me. “So this is what I’m wearing tonight to meet a new guy, and I need something, you know, absolutely dazzling to match.”

      As she spun to show off her outfit, I whistled.

      She finally focused on me, flashing a grin. “Thank you.” Immediately noticing that I was holding my daughter, she gasped and surged forward. “Well, look at you. Someone’s been eating her Wheaties. I just love these cheeks.”

      She stretched out her hands to smoosh my daughter’s face, and Ava kicked and gurgled happily, eager to receive the attention, which made Chloe’s voice go sky-high as she cooed, “Oh my God, look at that smile. She’s smiling at me.”

      “Meh,” I argued, just to tease her. “She’s just had a lot of gas today.”

      “Whatever.” Chloe nudged my arm and rolled her eyes. “She’s totally grinning.”

      “Maybe,” I finally allowed. “She does seem to be a very happy child.”

      Chloe lifted her gaze to my face, and her eyebrows arched. “I’d say the same thing about her mama. Something has bloomed about you since she was born.”

      I laughed and felt my face go hot before I pressed my cheek to the top of Ava’s head. “I do like being her mom,” I had to admit. We’d gone through a couple of rough patches—heck, we still did—but I had to say, it was worth it. She was worth it.

      Face filling with pride and adoration, Chloe squeezed her hands to her heart and grinned as she heaved in such a large breath that her shoulders rose.

      “I want that,” she murmured. “Maybe not the baby specifically. But that kind of happiness. You have found your niche, Lucy Olivia. My parents found theirs with each other, and so did Julian and Skylar with their spouses. And Trick is determined to be a career student, which he seems to love. Hell, even Luke appears to be settled in at the bar.”

      “Luke?” I asked, wrinkling my nose over the fact that she specifically mentioned him. I mean, it made sense for her to list her parents and siblings. But out of all the other people in our family unit, tossing out Luke’s name seemed so random.

      “Yeah…” She shrugged and then waved me to follow her as she started toward the opening of the hall that led to my room. “Since his dad and brother turned out to be doctors, you’d think he’d find some kind of dissatisfaction with still slinging drinks until two in the morning almost every Friday night. But he seems very content with it. Well, I want some contentment for myself too. My own niche, so to speak. Which is why I’m really hoping this guy tonight…”

      Without finishing the sentence, she glanced over her shoulder and waggled her brows at me before she lifted crossed fingers and entered my room, where she went straight to my jewelry box.

      As she opened it and waved her hands, studying my loot, I carried Ava closer. “Does this mean the other guy’s finally left you alone?”

      “Hmm?” She paused in the middle of lifting a gold star dangling from a gold string to her ear and studying the result in the mirror over my dresser. “Oh! Him.” Sighing, she glanced back at me. “No. Not at all. But good news there. You know how the police said they’d reconsider a restraining order against him if he was still bothering me after a week?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Well, he was,” she announced, completely unconcerned about the fact that she had a harasser. “So they did. And I was informed that he was served with the papers today.”

      “Really? Wow.” I blew out a relieved breath. “Thank goodness.”

      “My thoughts exactly. I’m just so glad that’s over.” Turning back to the jewelry box, she tossed down the star earrings and picked up two big silver hoops, holding them to her ears. “What do you think of these?”

      I shook my head. “Not with that outfit.” Then I frowned. “But aren’t you worried at all about how he’ll react to the restraining order?”

      Chloe shrugged as she went fishing through the jewelry some more. “Not really. I mean, there have been male-dominance red flags and all, that’s why I broke it off and got the restraining order in the first place, but he was never physically abusive or even made threats. What about these?”

      She held up a pair of colored, geometric shapes, and I nodded. “Winner, winner, chicken dinner.” They’d make her jean skirt, cowboy boots, and black bustier top look super cute.

      “Yes!” she hissed, appreciating my feedback, and promptly started to put them on. “Hey, by the way, I got a little something-something for baby Ava.”

      When she pulled a small, wrapped box from her pocket, I frowned. “You’ve already given her a present, though.” A lot of people in the family had already gotten Ava a baby present, in fact, and yet tons of them had come by throughout the week to give her another.

      I hummed suspiciously as I reached out to accept it. The wrapping was eerily familiar, so I lifted the box. “What is going on here?”

      “What?” Chloe cried, looking way too guilty. “I can try to earn some extra godmother brownie points with you by getting another baby gift if I want to.”

      “Yeah, you and a dozen other people this week,” I said, my brows rising. “What’re these really about?”

      “Okay, fine,” she said, letting her shoulders sag as she sent me a scowl. “They’re all from Vaughn.”

      For some reason, I was not expecting that answer. “Vaughn?”

      Chloe sighed and started rifling through my necklaces. “Yeah. He had a whole closet full of baby gifts for you when we were clearing out his house, but he said you wouldn’t let him give you any more, so…” With a shrug, she glanced my way. “We all chipped in and took one and said they were from us to make sure you got them, anyway.”

      “My God,” I murmured, shaking my head and looking down at the box. Realizing it was from him, my chest filled with raging emotions.

      “He just doesn’t stop, does he?” I asked, glancing up at Chloe.

      “What? Looking out for you and Ava? No, and I don’t think he ever will.”

      She was probably right. And that just made everything so much clearer for me.

      “Will you open it for me?” I asked, holding out the gift.

      Chloe nodded and shredded the wrapping paper in seconds. “Aw. It’s adorable.” She turned to show me the clear top so I could see the golden, chain necklace inside that said Ava on it. It was beautiful. And incredibly thoughtful. “Want me to put it on her?”

      I laughed. “No. She’d only try to eat it. If anything strays near her these days, it has to go directly into the mouth.”

      “I’ll just set it here, then.” Chloe placed the necklace in my jewelry box before turning back and rubbing her hands together in relish. “Since I was the first person to spill the beans about Vaughn’s secret gifts, does that mean you’ll consider me for godmother now?”

      Smiling, I shook my head and sighed before sending her an apologetic wince. “Yeah… About that.”

      “Oh, no,” Her eyes widened with dread as she pressed a hand to her chest. “You made a decision already, didn’t you? And I’m not on the list.”

      “I’m sorry,” I gushed. “But I think I’m going to go with Bentley and—”

      “Bentley?” she screeched in outrage. “But she’ll already get to be a step-godmother, what with being married to Beau.”

      “Except...” I answered slowly. “I didn’t pick Beau as the other godparent.”

      “You…” Chloe blinked at me, then shook her head and lifted her hands. “Wait. I’m confused. You didn’t choose your own brother as Ava’s godfather? Then who…?” Her mouth dropped open before she gasped in realization. “Oh my God. Vaughn?”

      I nodded, feeling my face go hot. “Yeah, Vaughn. I know he’d love her as much as I do, And I trust him completely. Plus, this way, all of Ava’s uncles on both sides of her family would have a legal say-so over what happened to her if, you know, I was no longer in the picture.”

      “Wow,” Chloe said softly and wiped at her cheeks. “That’s actually really sweet.” Except she followed the line up by waggling her eyebrows suggestively. “I guess this means I’m just going to have to hook up with the baby uncle and become Ava’s step-godmother.”

      I knew she was teasing, which was why I forced a laugh out, but an irritated spark still ignited inside me at her words, making me momentarily want to yank her hair and tell her no way in hell was she getting her hands on him.

      Watching me closely, she lifted an eyebrow and murmured, “I mean, unless he’s already taken.”

      “He’s…” I stalled, not sure if I wanted to spark a wildfire of hot gossip in the family just yet, but I also didn’t see a need to lie.

      My shoulders slumped as I sighed. “Yeah, he’s taken,” I finally admitted.

      “Oh my God,” Chloe cried, making Ava jump in surprise as she leaped forward and clutched my arm. “He is? I can’t believe you actually admitted that. Do tell.”

      I laughed a little at myself, feeling my face heat. “I mean there’s not much to tell. We’ve admitted our feelings for each other, but he’s still working through a few lingering issues with, you know, his brother. And then… I don’t know.” I bit my lip and looked at her hopefully. “He’s the one, though, Chloe. He is the one. I love him.”

      “Wow,” she murmured in awe, looking dazzled and happy for me but also a little sad for herself. She wanted what I had. But then she must’ve brushed that thought aside because she surged forward, hugging me. “I’m so happy you found him, Luce. I love Vaughn for you. He is going to spoil you and Ava rotten. I just know it. Congratulations.”

      “I mean, we haven’t exactly made any commitments yet,” I admitted as she pulled away. “But thank you. I think it’s going to be a happily ever after for us. I hope so, anyway.”

      “Hell, yes, it is,” she cheered just as my doorbell rang.

      “Huh.” My brow furrowed. “I wonder who that is. I wasn’t expecting…” Letting the words trail off, I moved to the window to peek out the blinds and see if I could recognize a new vehicle parked out on the street.

      “Oh my God,” Chloe breathed in horror as she came up beside me and widened her eyes at a red Mitsubishi sitting behind her parked car. “It’s Dax.”

      “Dax?” I spun toward her, full of incredulous shock. “You mean, the guy you just got a freaking restraining order against?’

      She nodded and gaped at me, her features full of dazed alarm. “What do you think he’s doing here?”

      “Gee, I don’t know,” I muttered irritably, rolling my eyes. “He parked right behind your car. Whatever could be his reason?”

      “But how did he find me?” she hissed.

      I shook my head. “No clue. But he’s breaking the law just being this close to you. Here…” I thrust my baby at her. “Stay back here with Ava and call the police if there’s trouble. I’ll get rid of him.”

      “If there’s trouble?” she squeaked, clutching Ava tight against her. “What do you think he’s going to do?”

      The doorbell rang again, followed by a pounding fist. Both Chloe and I jumped.

      Pressing a hand to my heart, I said, “I don’t know, but he didn’t follow you here, otherwise he would have rung the bell a hell of a lot sooner. He’s tracked you somehow, on the very day you had a restraining order slapped on him. I don’t think he wants to deliver milk and cookies.”

      “Oh God,” she moaned, beginning to breathe sporadically. “Maybe you shouldn’t go out there, either. We’ll just call for help and—”

      A boom followed by a shout and breaking wood and plaster told us that my front door had just been kicked in.

      Chloe yelped out a scream.

      “Stay!” I shouted, pointing at her in stern warning as I raced from the room and charged down the hall.

      When I skidded into the living room, my heart pounding with fear, I gulped. “Oh God.”

      A drunken man was sprawled on the floor in my living room with my front door hanging wide open at an odd angle.

      Groaning, he hiked himself up to all fours and lifted his face to show me that he’d hurt himself in his fury to break in my door. Blood poured from a cut on the center of his forehead, and he looked the worse for wear.

      “Chloe...” he slurred awfully as he stumbled upright into a wobbly stand.

      Yeah, he wasn’t just drunk; he was completely wasted.

      “Dax,” I said, lifting a hand to ward him off as he teetered toward me. My voice shook slightly, but I thought I kept fairly calm… Considering. “What’re you doing here, buddy?”

      He paused and squinted at me, obviously not recognizing me at first. Then his eyes cleared as he pointed before flinging his long hair over his shoulder and out of his eyes. “Hey, aren’t you that slut who just had the baby with the dead guy?”

      “My name is Lucy,” I told him, shifting to the side away from him as I hardened my jaw against the insult but otherwise ignored it. “And you just broke into my house. So how about I call someone to come pick you up, huh? You’re not looking so good.”

      “I’m not fucking going anywhere without Chloe. I want to talk to that bitch, find out why she thought it’d be funny to put a fucking restraining order on me.”

      I swallowed, trying not to have a total panic attack in front of him, and shook my head. “She’s not here, sorry.”

      “Don’t fucking lie to me,” he roared, pointing. “I saw her car.”

      I glanced out the open front door at Chloe’s car. “She left it here and caught a ride with someone else,” I improvised. “They went to a…a show.”

      “She went to a fucking show?” he repeated, his mouth hanging half-open as he gaped at me. “Right after siccing the police on me? I don’t fucking think so. Chloe!” he roared. “Get your lousy, lying ass out here right now, you worthless whore!”

      “Alright, you need to go,” I ordered, pointing with the stern command. “Now.”

      “Fuck you.” He lumbered toward the hallway that led to the room where my daughter was.

      No way was I letting him get anywhere near Ava or Chloe. Growling, “No,” I dodged into his path, physically blocking his way. “Get out of my house.”

      “Move, bitch,” Dax roared and backhanded me.

      I think he called me another lovely, flattering name, but my ears were ringing so loud I couldn’t really hear what he said next. Pain exploded across my jaw, and everything went dizzy.

      I thought I was going to go down.

      But when he tried to bulldoze past me into the hall again, I knew I couldn’t let him go. Using every ounce of cognition I had left, I wrapped my arms around his waist and planted my feet on the floor, trying to hold him there, away from my baby.

      This time, I heard him loud and clear when he yelled, “Get off me!”

      “Get out of my house!” I shouted back.

      “Chloe!” he retorted, then plowed his shoulder into one of my still-sensitive boobs, making me cry out before he full-on body-slammed me into the wall.

      I immediately lost my wind, plus my grip on his waist.

      Thinking he had me licked, he turned toward the hallway again. So I’m pretty sure I surprised him when I jumped onto his back, grabbing and clawing whatever I could get my hands on, to keep him out here.

      His elbow rammed into my gut, causing more screaming pain to violate me as he pushed me off him, but at least he came back around to confront me instead of returning his attention to the hall. “You just don’t learn your lesson, do you?”

      Summoning my inner Captain America, I wiped blood off my lip with the back of a trembling hand and panted, “I could do this all night.”

      A demonic glow entered his gaze. “Is that right?”

      Oh, shit, I thought, stumbling backward away from him just as his hands struck, catching me by the throat. He pushed me into the wall again, trapping my spine against Sheetrock as he squeezed my windpipe and hissed with violent glee. I choked and gasped, my mouth gaping as I pounded on his arm and kicked, struggling with all my might.

      Shifting closer, he whispered into my ear, “Fight me now, fucker.”

      I closed my eyes, unable to catch a breath as I struggled against him and tried to think.

      I’d been taught how to get out of this very position before. If I could just gather my wits and remember…

      But all I could think about was how this was the very spot where Vaughn had first kissed me. And I wanted him to kiss me again someday.

      So I needed to think.

      Going momentarily still, I stopped fighting Dax and played dead. He didn’t even consider letting up on the pressure. I knew I didn’t have much time left before I lost all consciousness.

      Vaughn’s face flashed through my mind. And then Ava’s. I would see them again. Both of them.

      I refused to go out like this.

      Opening my mouth in a silent battle cry, I wormed my arms between our bodies, then linked my hands together and shoved both up on the inside of his arms, forcing him to break his hold and accidentally clocking him on the underside of the chin as I did.

      He stumbled back, dazed, and I gasped for breath, just as Chloe raced from the hallway, screaming my name and clutching a crying, distressed Ava to her chest.

      Dax jerked his head her way, snarling.

      “No!” I choked out, stumbling after him.

      But he moved faster than I could. A massive, meaty arm swung at Chloe, hitting her square in the face and probably knocking her unconscious with one punch.

      As she crumpled limply to the ground, my baby went flying across the room.

      And in that instant, my very life flashed before my eyes.
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      “So this is the family nightclub,” Trick announced, opening his arms with a proud grin.

      I glanced around the place, shrugging in disinterest before I turned back to the bar where I was resting my forearms and took a drink of the beer Luke had just served me.

      “Kind of loud,” I answered after swallowing with a wince.

      “Yeah.” Trick chuckled and patted my back in sympathy. “It can get pretty busy on weekends. Luke works on Fridays, though, so I didn’t know where else to take us.”

      I glanced toward Luke. He stood on the other side of the counter, pouring a draft before setting it on the bar and grinning at the half-dressed coed who slipped him a sly smile with her tip.

      I turned back to Trick. “So we came here to watch him work? Fun.”

      He rolled his eyes over my dry tone. “We came here to score free drinks. Jesus, man, get with the program.”

      “Fellas,” Luke greeted with a grin as he popped in front of us and drummed his hands on the countertop. He cast the woman he’d just served another glance as she disappeared into the crowd, then turned back to us. “I think I’m getting lucky tonight. Whoo-wee!”

      “With who?” Trick asked, motioning his thumb over his shoulder after the girl. “Elise?”

      Luke froze and blinked at him. “You know her name?”

      “Sure.” Trick shrugged and grinned. “We went out a few times.”

      Mouth gaping, Luke stared at him for half a second before hissing, “Motherfucker.” Then he clutched his head and spun away. “Every time.”

      For the brief moment his back was to us, Trick grinned over at me and shook his head, mouthing that he had no idea who the girl was.

      But when Luke came back around, demanding, “You fucked her?” Trick hummed in his throat and nodded, a wide smile spreading across his face.

      Then he took it a step further by wagging his finger down toward his lap area and saying, “She’s got a neat, little tat down there, and let me just say, a little mermaid and I made out heavy that night.”

      “You...prick,” Luke murmured, narrowing his eyes in a death glare. “How the fuck have you already had every single woman I’ve been interested in?”

      When he glanced at me for an answer, I shrugged and kept my face straight, saying, “You two must have very similar tastes.”

      “I wouldn’t say it was every woman,” Trick was murmuring.

      But Luke sniffed and rolled his eyes before turning back to address me. “I got Tara coming in to sub for me, so whenever she gets here in a few minutes, we can have some real fun, alright?”

      I’m not sure what real fun entailed, but I shook my head, kind of intimidated by the gleam in his eyes. “I’m fine here,” I said.

      But Luke sniffed and waved a hand. “Screw that. Trick and I are getting you laid tonight, brother.” Then he glared toward his friend. “That is, if we can keep his dick out of every woman in the place long enough to focus on you.”

      “Why’re we helping him out?” Trick asked before taking a drink from his own beer. He hitched his head my way as he lowered the bottle again. “Looks like he’s already gotten laid to me.”

      As I coughed and tried to hide the surprise from my gaze, Luke blinked at Trick incredulously. “What the fuck ever. At Cress’s party, he told us it’d been damn near three years for him.” Lifting a hand to silence the other man and appear as the voice of authority, he added, “Three years, man. You weren’t there, so I guess you didn’t hear.”

      “Well then, he must’ve gotten some since then,” Trick argued, gripping my shoulder and shaking in congratulations. “Because I’m telling you, our boy here has been inside a woman. Recently.”

      Luke blinked at him, his mouth open. Then he shook his head and demanded, “And just how the fuck would you know that?”

      “I mean, look at him,” Trick answered, waving a hand over my face. “That puckered anus look is no longer in his eyes. The tension around his mouth is gone. Hell, he even walks a little looser, like an orgasm-relaxed man.”

      “You’re whack,” Luke decided. Then he spun to me, demanding, “Did you get fucked since Cress’s party?”

      Unprepared for the blunt question, I froze. And both men saw the truth all over my face.

      “Holy shit,” Luke shrieked. “Wha…” Then he scowled and pointed at my face. “You better tell me it was Lucy Olivia, or I’m kicking your ass.”

      “Of course, it was Lucy.” Trick snorted as if Luke was insane for thinking anything else. “He’s fucking in love with her. Who else would he sleep with?”

      “Oh, and how can you tell what his feelings are?” Luke asked in challenge, folding his arms over his chest and lifting an eyebrow. “Are there invisible little hearts circling his head that only you can see?”

      “No.” Trick blinked at him. “It’s just obvious by the way he looks at her. The boy is head over heels.”

      Luke slid me a questioning glance. I shrugged, unable to deny what Trick had said. And Luke huffed in irritation before telling Trick, “You’re weird. And unnatural.”

      Smirking victoriously, Trick merely lifted a hand. “What can I say?” I swear he was going to follow it up with, It’s a gift. But instead, he added, “I’m my father’s son.”

      “Well, your perceptiveness irritates me,” Luke grumbled.

      Which only seemed to cheer Trick up even more. “Sweet.”

      I glanced between the two and shook my head. They made quite a pair. Then I turned to Luke, curiously. “Wait a second. Why did you threaten to kick my ass if I’d been with anyone other than Lucy right after you swore you were going to get me laid tonight?”

      “Dude.” He rolled his eyes as if I should already know this one. “I was planning to hook you up with Lucy. Jesus. Keep up. I thought if we got enough alcohol in you, you’d go home and seduce her or something.”

      “Yeah.” Trick laughed and slung an arm over my shoulders. “Because nothing turns on a woman more than a slurring, drunk man stumbling all over her.” Furrowing his brow in disbelief, he gaped at Luke. “Seriously, man?”

      “Shut up.” Luke scowled back. “I’m not talking to you.”

      Chuckling even deeper, Trick pulled his phone from his pocket as it started to ring. “God, you are way too easy to rile.” Then he answered and brought the phone to his ear. “Not now, sis. It’s guy’s ni—”

      Smile dropping immediately, he jumped from his stool, instantly at attention. “Holy shit. Where are you?” He exhaled as if relieved by whatever answer he received, and he lifted a hand. “Okay. Just calm down. We’re on our—Chloe? Chloe!” He tore the phone from his ear, breathing, “Jesus. We got disconnected.” Then he looked up at us. “We gotta go. Dax broke his restraining order and found Chloe. They’re at Lucy’s.”

      “Lucy’s?” I cried, jumping from my stool as well, dropping my bottle and breaking it when I did. But why the hell were they at Lucy’s?

      “Holy shit.” Luke leaped over the counter to join us. “Well, then let’s fucking go,” he roared, leading the charge toward a side hall. “I’m parked right out back.”

      Trick and I raced after him. As soon as we pushed our way out a metal door and into an alley where four vehicles were parked, the lights on a truck flashed from Luke unlocking it.

      I snagged the keys from his hand, saying, “I’m driving.”

      “Hey,” Luke cried after me. “I’m the one who hasn’t had a drink tonight.”

      “Just go!” Trick ordered, shoving him from behind.

      We piled into the truck, and I jammed the key into the ignition. When it roared to life, we shot off toward the end of the alley. I didn’t pause at the opening of the street, just cranked the wheel and merged into traffic, causing another car to veer out of my way and honk its horn in outrage.

      “Christ,” Luke swore, gripping the oh-shit handle. “Don’t get us killed before we even get there.”

      “He’s doing great,” Trick announced from the back before patting my shoulder encouragingly. “Shit. Chloe’s not picking up.”

      “Let me try,” Luke said, pulling out his own phone.

      Trick sent him a look. “If she’s not picking up for me, why the hell would she pick up for you?”

      “I don’t fucking know!” Luke shouted, looking stressed as he continued to try calling Chloe, anyway.

      “What about Lucy?” I said. “Someone try Lucy’s phone.”

      “On it,” Trick said, already dialing.

      We blew through a red light, and both riders cursed in fear as we narrowly avoided being T-boned.

      “No answer,” Trick reported a few seconds later.

      “Motherfucker.” I smacked the steering wheel, letting the fear and worry wash over me.

      Be okay, please be okay, I silently begged. I couldn’t lose Lucy. Not Lucy.

      “I’m getting on the group chat,” Trick announced. “See if anyone else knows what’s going on.”

      “They’re probably okay,” I reasoned, going faster even as I spoke. “I bet we’re just overreacting.”

      But as we came up on Lucy’s house, the light from the front door hanging wide open at an odd angle spilled out into the dark yard.

      “That doesn’t look okay,” Luke noted in a grave voice.

      “Oh my God,” I rasped.

      Jumping the curb, I pulled up right into the yard and screeched the truck to a halt in front of the entrance.

      “Lucy?” I roared, plunging from the still-running truck and leaping toward the front door.

      I exploded inside, only to skid to a devastated halt when I breathed in the sight before me.

      Lucy was in the living room, sitting on her knees on the floor and rocking slightly as she hovered over Ava who was lying prone on the carpet.
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      “Ava?” I croaked.

      Lucy looked up, and horror seized me.

      Tears streamed from her eyes as blood smeared its way from a cut on her lip. Her cheek was red and puffy just under her left eye as if someone had knocked the shit out of her.

      Her neck looked irritated and discolored. But it was the expression on her face that stopped me cold. I saw terror and loss and utter grief. As if her daughter were already gone.

      “No.” I shook my head, denying it.

      “I can’t get her to wake up,” she sobbed, unable to stop shaking. Her voice was a hoarse croak.

      Finally glancing down at Ava, I choked as my worst fear seemed confirmed. There was blood on her head, and she looked as pale as death.

      Behind me, I knew the other two had rushed inside and darted past me so they could search the rest of the house. But I barely even noticed them as I unsteadily lurched forward and fell to my knees next to Lucy.

      “Why won’t she wake up?” she rasped.

      Shaking my head with no answer, I held my fingers over Ava’s lips. “No, no, no...” But when I felt a stir of air, I released my own breath, so relieved I almost passed out. “Wait, she’s breathing.”

      “She is?” Lucy started crying even harder, her words barely intelligible as she added, “I…I…couldn’t tell. She’s breathing,” she announced, to which a voice from the phone on the floor next to us spoke.

      “Good. She probably just passed out, then.” I glanced over, realizing Lucy was currently on the line with a 911 operator. “Was she ever conscious after the fall?” the man asked.

      “She cried when she fell,” Lucy explained, seeming to get more control over herself. “But then she...then she…”

      “That’s okay,” the man explained. “As long as she was conscious at some point. That’s encouraging news.”

      I bowed my head and exhaled again, glad to hear that, and gently rubbed my thumb over the blow on Ava’s brow. The cut seemed shallow enough, but a nasty raised bump was welling around it, almost promising a future bruise.

      “It’s swelling out,” I reported. “The cut. It’s not depressing.”

      “Another good sign,” we were promptly told. “Swelling out’s better than going in.”

      Lucy hugged herself. “Why are her ears and nose bleeding, though?”

      The dispatcher didn’t have a ready explanation for that one. I swallowed and met Lucy’s worried gaze as he finally told us, “We’ll have someone there soon to check her over. Just hang tight. They’re on their way, okay?”

      “Where’s Chloe?” Luke demanded, bursting from the hallway and into the front room.

      Trick appeared behind him, nearly bumping into him before he noticed Ava on the floor. “Jesus,” he breathed, jarring to a halt and gripping Luke’s arm.

      “H-he took her,” Lucy said, starting to cry again as she held her ribs and shuddered.

      “Took her?” Trick demanded. “Took her where?”

      “I...I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice so raw and broken it was barely audible. “I-I was fighting him off, but then Ava fell, and I had to check on her. He dragged Chloe out then. I don’t know where they went. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But Ava was hurt.”

      “Shh…” I murmured, reaching out. “It’s okay.”

      But my fingers barely grazed over her cut lip and the strange marks on her throat before I realized they looked a hell of a lot like a handprint.

      “Motherfucker,” I breathed. The bastard had tried to strangle her.

      She flinched at the gentle touch, and I saw red, ready to personally murder this guy.

      “Ma’am?” the dispatcher’s voice filled the speakerphone. “You have others with you now, right? Do any of them happen to know the assailant’s last name?”

      “Trick?” Lucy asked, looking up at Chloe’s brother.

      “Freston,” he immediately supplied. “Dax Freston. And I know exactly where the fucker lives.”

      When he glanced questioningly toward Luke, Luke immediately nodded. “Let’s go.” He looked my way. “Uncle?”

      I shook my head. “I’m staying with them. Just go. Get that son of a bitch.”

      The two men nodded and raced from the house. A second later, the engine to Luke’s truck gunned and they peeled out of Lucy’s yard.

      She didn’t even notice their departure. I took her hand, and she squeezed my fingers as she studied Ava’s face and started crying all over again. Her hand shook as she reached out and gently touched Ava’s hair. “They told me not to pick her up,” she explained from a trembling voice. “In case of spinal damage. Oh my God...” Slamming her eyes shut, she hugged herself and sobbed, “What if she has spinal damage? Or brain damage? Or—”

      “Hey, hey...” I said, reaching for her. “Come here.”

      She bobbed her head in immediate compliance and crawled into my lap, where she rested her cheek on my shoulder, and sobbed, “I just want to hold her.”

      “I know.” I curled my arms around her and held her tight, rocking us both as we kept a silent vigil over the unconscious baby.

      I didn’t give her any platitudes, saying Ava would be okay and everything would be fine. I’d been present too often when things weren’t fine.

      “The ambulance should be there shortly,” the dispatcher spoke up, staying on the line. “They’re only a few blocks away now.”

      Lucy lifted her face, and we both strained our ears, glancing toward the broken doorway.

      “I can hear them,” she gasped a moment later and shoved her way to her feet so she could race outside and meet the EMTs, waving them forward as they slowed in front of her house. More sirens blared in the distance.

      From there, the night became a terrifying blur.

      We were asked to stay back and give the paramedics space as they knelt before the still baby. They immediately went about shifting her legs and head. I’m not sure what else they did after that—Lucy and I lost a visual through all the people working on her—but a second later, she gave a mighty howl and started crying.

      I swear, it was the most amazing sound I ever heard.

      “Oh God. Oh God,” Lucy sobbed and turned to me, seeking comfort and celebration.

      “Thank goodness,” I breathed as I pulled Lucy close, even as a part of me hung on to the knot of doom clenching my stomach as the paramedics continued to work.

      More people arrived: the fire department, police, Beau and Bentley, along with various family members.

      Lucy was swamped with questions, and she clung to me as she answered them, moaning when a full, adult-sized gurney was brought into the house and then a small, tiny-sized brace was fitted around Ava’s neck after all the clothes were cut off her with scissors.

      Then Lucy hid her face back on my shoulder, unable to watch as her child was lifted onto the stretcher, only to immediately whirl around again to follow them as they wheeled her into the night.

      “Can we go with you?” she asked.

      The EMT nodded. “Usually, we only let one family member ride up front, but for a child this small, I’ll let both of you parents come along. Climb up this way, ma’am.”

      My heart sank, knowing I wouldn’t be allowed to ride with Lucy since I wasn’t a parent. But she clamped her hand around my forearm and forcefully dragged me along with her as she surged forward, intent for both of us to climb into the back of the ambulance together.

      “Thank you,” she told the paramedic, not even glancing my way as she kept me plastered to her side.

      I swallowed, keeping quiet and silently grateful that Ava looked so much like me that it would naturally be assumed I was her father.

      The poor little child cried all the way to the hospital. Lucy and I crouched next to her and tried to soothingly talk to her and keep her calm, but Ava only watched us as if begging us to stop the pain. It broke my heart and caused Lucy to cry all over again.

      Ava looked so small strapped there and pinned in place with a brace to keep her still. She was pale and her eyes were beginning to bruise.

      I tried not to think about every time we’d received bad news with Duke’s lymphoma, but the memories seemed to swirl through me until I thought I was going to be physically ill.

      But not Ava, I wanted to beg. Not little Ava Grace.

      At the emergency room, they wheeled her away, and someone showed Lucy and me to a waiting room. When they asked if a doctor could check Lucy’s wounds too, she waved them away, telling them later. All questions directed at us seemed to irritate her, so we were finally given a little peace and quiet. I tried to get Lucy to sit, but she pushed my hands away and paced, rubbing her arms briskly as she glanced toward the door every two seconds, hoping for an update.

      Beau and Bentley were the first to find us there.

      “How’s she doing?” Bentley demanded, immediately going to Lucy for a hug.

      Lucy embraced her back, answering, “She’s getting a CT scan right now. Other than that, I have no idea.”

      Her sister-in-law nodded and took Lucy’s hands. “Do you need anything? Can I get you a drink? How about you sit down, honey?”

      “I don’t want to sit,” Lucy snapped, shaking herself free of Bentley’s grip. “I don’t need anything. I just…I…I...” Getting too choked up to say any more, she flinched from the pain speaking must’ve caused, and she turned toward me, her eyes pleading. “Vaughn.”

      I nodded and opened my arms. When she flew into them and buried her face against my chest, I closed my arms around her and glanced toward Bentley.

      “She doesn’t want anything right now,” I translated quietly.

      “Mom and Dad have Braiden tonight, but they’ll come if you need them,” Beau spoke up. “Just say the word.”

      “No.” Lucy shook her head. “It’s okay. We’re okay. Ava’s going to be fine.”

      A few minutes later, more people showed up, Cress with Maverick, and more whose names I couldn’t remember.

      At one point, Lucy asked about Chloe. “Where’s Chloe? Do we know anything about Chloe yet?”

      “Trick and Luke found her,” the guy who looked like Luke’s brother reported. “At Dax’s place. The police arrested him, and she’s on her way here right now with a couple of superficial wounds that they’re just going to get checked out.”

      Lucy swallowed, still looking worried. “But she’s okay?”

      He paused, then nodded. “Yeah. She’s going to be just fine.”

      “Oh, thank God.” Lucy wrapped her arms around me in relief.

      “This says 600,000 children visit the emergency room each year with blunt trauma to the head, and only 95,000 of them have any kind of intracranial injuries,” Beau announced suddenly, looking up from his phone that he’d been reading. “So we’ve got good chances here. And only fifty-seven hundred of those cases—”

      “Beau,” I said, my voice low but full of warning. He stopped reading the statistics and glanced up. I shook my head. “Not right now.”

      He cringed and glanced apologetically toward Lucy. As he mouthed the word sorry to me, a tall, lean woman in blue scrubs stepped into our private waiting room. “Gamble-Merrill family?”

      Lucy shot forward, lifting her hand. “Here.”

      The woman nodded in greeting. “Hello, I’m Dr. Sandaki, the one who’s been caring for your daughter tonight.”

      “Is she okay?” Lucy asked, her fingers biting down around mine.

      The doctor’s face softened into a smile as she nodded. “She’s conscious and alert, and very crankily demanding to see her parents, I believe.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Lucy breathed, looking up at me with relief.

      I squeezed her hand as the doctor added, “We just did a CT scan on her, and found no broken bones in her arms, her legs, or spine. But she does have a skull fracture.”

      Lucy’s face immediately paled. “What?”

      The doctor nodded calmly. “It’s linear,” she added, only to be interrupted by Beau who called from the back of the room, “That’s the good kind.” He lifted his phone, looking proud of himself. “I mean, if you’re going to get a fracture, a linear one is the type you want. It doesn’t crack the bone or usually result in brain damage.”

      Dr. Sandaki smiled his way and pointed. “That is correct. Ava doesn’t require any kind of surgery or further treatment. I’d just like to keep her here overnight for observation. And then, in a couple of days, I expect she’ll be as good as new again.”

      “Are you serious?” Lucy breathed in disbelief. “She’s going to be okay?”

      “I feel confident that she’ll be just fine. Now… If Mom and Dad would like to go back and see her…” She glanced questioningly between me and Lucy. “I have a feeling she’d be more than happy to receive you.”

      Lucy nodded and immediately stepped forward, drawing me with her before she glanced up at my face. “Vaughn?”

      I drew in a deep breath and then nodded. “Yeah, uh, yes. Definitely. We’re ready to see her.”
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      We were released from the hospital before noon the next day. I was completely exhausted but also felt too wired to sleep any time soon.

      At some point in the night, Chloe had snuck into Ava’s room after she was discharged from her own check-up, and she came to see us.

      “Oh, thank God,” I breathed, leaping at her and hugging her tight. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I let him take you.”

      “No,” she sobbed, squeezing me back and burying her face in my hair. “I’m sorry I led him straight to your house. To Ava. God… I should’ve set her down. I should’ve—”

      “Shh,” I instructed, petting her hair. “It’s okay. She’s going to be okay. You did nothing wrong. He’s the one who…”

      Unable to say anything else about what had happened with that man, I pulled back to send her a tear-filled smile.

      “You look like hell,” she told me, beginning to cry again.

      I snorted. “Whatever. I have to look better than you do.” Her face was puffy and swollen with cuts all over it. One eye was so bloodshot it was hard for me to look at.

      Her lips trembled, then she rasped, “I lost your earrings.”

      She wasn’t wearing the same outfit she’d been in before either. Someone had given her some hospital scrubs to put on.

      I was honestly too afraid to ask about that.

      Shaking my head, I said, “I don’t even care. It’s better than losing you.”

      She nodded and cried all over me, apologizing yet again for getting my daughter hurt, while I cried all over her, apologizing for getting her freaking kidnapped.

      When I finally dared to ask what had happened after Dax had dragged her from my house, she just kind of shook her head, telling me she didn’t want to talk about it.

      Her eyes were haunted, though, which wasn’t a good sign. Respecting her wishes, I bobbed my head and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back and we both started crying again.

      Vaughn silently handed us a box of tissues. And when she was ready to leave, he walked her out to whoever in the family was waiting in the hall to take her home.

      God, he was an amazing man. He’d been a quiet, supportive fount of strength the entire time, from the moment he’d skidded into my house and found me kneeling on the floor next to his unconscious niece until now.

      He was always right there, providing me with whatever I needed.

      This very moment, for example, he was following me into the house, carrying my purse, the empty carrier, and Ava’s diaper bag—which Beau and Bentley had brought to the hospital for us when they’d driven my car there—along with the sack the hospital had given us when they’d let us go.

      He lugged it all to the couch while I paused and glanced at the closed door. It was a different door, new color, different window design, plus a small splash of white plaster had been patched over the wall where the doorknob had punched through the drywall.

      Cradling Ava to my chest, I kissed the bandage covering her head and said, “Someone got me a new door.”

      “Your uncle...Ten, I believe,” Vaughn answered. “He and your uncle Brent, Brad…”

      When he furrowed his brow and wracked his memory for the right name, I said, “Brandt.”

      “Right. Ten and Brandt fixed it last night.”

      I nodded. “I’ll have to thank them for that. I’d forgotten all about the door. That would’ve been bad if it’d just been left hanging open all night.”

      “That’s what family’s for,” he murmured, approaching me.

      Cupping my hair in one hand, he leaned in to kiss Ava’s cheek. She was currently sleeping, and though I knew she probably needed plenty of rest after the traumatic experience she’d been through, watching her sleep made my heart drum a little faster. Sweaty panic gathered down my back. I found myself checking her breath every few seconds to make sure she was still alive.

      “You ever going to let me have a turn at holding her?” Vaughn asked softly. “Or do you need another ten years or so to make sure she’s okay?”

      He smiled to indicate he was teasing, but I honestly did need a lot more reassurance that she was fine.

      The only time I’d laid her down last night and this morning was to place her in her bassinet to sleep.

      But I said, “I’m sorry,” anyway, and held her out to him. “Here…”

      He gently took her and exhaled in relief when she snuggled against him and kept sleeping. I watched him watch her. He really loved her; I could see it in every feature on his face.

      Setting my hand on his shoulder, I finally had the presence of mind to ask, “How are you doing?”

      He glanced up in surprise. “Me?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Having to go back to another hospital and face the possible end of your last family member…” I shook my head, hoping I wasn’t stepping on too-sensitive ground.

      His lips twitched into a soft smile. “She’s not the last family I have left. Not anymore. But yeah…” He inclined his head. “It sucked. Brought back a lot of dark memories. I’m okay, though. I had you there. And the rest of the gang.”

      “Are you…?” I swallowed and winced.

      His eyebrows furrowed. “Am I what?”

      I exhaled and just asked. “Are you okay that I let everyone assume you were her dad? I know that was one of your guilt problems, and I didn’t mean to exacerbate it, but I just… I needed you there. With me.”

      “It’s okay,” he assured. “I wanted to be there. I was...honored that you did that.”

      My lips trembled into a reassured smile. “In that case... Um, I was hoping I could discuss something with you.”

      “This sounds serious,” he murmured, watching me carefully.

      I waffled a hand and smiled. “Yes, but hopefully it’s a good serious.”

      “Alright. Let’s sit down while we talk,” he suggested. “I’m still a little nervous about holding her while I’m standing up. I’d prefer as much of a sturdy foundation under her as we can get.”

      With a chuckle, I walked to the couch with him. “Trust me. I get it.”

      We sat, and he shifted Ava enough so that she was stretched out on both our laps. Vaughn stroked her cheek, and I gently picked up one of her feet, rubbing her toes through her pink socks.

      “I want you to adopt her,” I finally said.

      Vaughn looked up, blinking. “What?”

      “Partial custody,” I explained. “I mean, I’m not asking you to marry me or anything. This is completely separate from us—like maybe even a co-parenting, split-custody thing if you want—but after last night…” I shook my head and released a breath. “I was willing to die for her, to keep that man from going down the hall to where she was.”

      “Damn,” he uttered, shaking his head and looking horrified. “I still can’t believe you had to fight that monster barehanded. Thank God he’s behind bars now and couldn’t afford his bail.”

      “No doubt,” I agreed. “But I could’ve died and left her with no one.”

      “Lucy…” he started, looking uneasy.

      But I held up my hand. “I was already going to ask if you’d be her godfather with Bentley and Beau, so I knew she’d be okay if anything happened to me, but I want more reassurance than that now. I want two people caring for her and responsible for her, no matter what. Even if you and I don’t make it, and you go off and marry someone else and start a family with them, I still want Ava to grow up calling you Dad.”

      Vaughn’s eyes watered and his chin trembled.

      I shook my head and swallowed thickly. “I’m sorry if that’s too much for you to take in right now because of Duke. And if you can’t or just don’t want to do this, I understand. I do. But for me, it has nothing to do with him. It doesn’t even matter that you’re biologically related to her. You’re her father, and you’re the only person I trust to help me take care of her. And I want help now, not after I’m gone. I want as many people involved in raising her as I can get.”

      Eyes growing even redder, Vaughn pressed a fist against his mouth, and his throat worked as he swallowed.

      My stomach plummeted, sure this meant something bad. “I’m sorry,” I gushed. “I pushed for too much, didn’t I? God, just ignore me. I’m still shaken from last night, and this is my gut reaction; get more people to help watch over my baby. But it’s okay for you to say no. I was only thinking that it’d be wrong if I didn’t let you know what I wanted, but now I’m freaked out, worrying that I put too much on you. So please don’t—”

      “Lucy,” he rasped, calmly taking my hand to get me to stop nervous-talking.

      I fell mute and sent him an apologetic cringe.

      He blew out a breath, then nodded his head once. “Yes,” he said.

      I blinked. “Yes?”

      “Yes,” he repeated. “I want to be her dad more than anything. And I’d be delighted to raise her with you and take on all the responsibilities that come with that. But I don’t want split custody or for either of us to go off and marry anyone else. The only family I’m interested in is this one. I love you and Ava. You guys are my world.” Bringing my hand to his mouth, he kissed the back of my palm and said, “So how about you and I just get married, and I become her true stepfather?”

      I went a little dizzy as his counteroffer whirled through my head. This was my dream, right here, coming true. It almost didn’t feel real.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, trying not to get my hopes up.

      He laughed. “I’m absolutely positive. I can’t imagine spending the rest of my life with anyone else, anywhere else.” Then he shrugged. “Though, maybe I’d like to move out of the garage and into your bed if Ms. Landlady feels that accommodating?”

      I grinned and started half laughing, half crying. “Yes! Okay. Deal.” Then I shook my head. “But what about—”

      “We’ll work through it,” he assured. “Whatever the problem, it’ll be okay. Because there will always be some hurdle to cross, some issue to solve, and some headache to deal with. But I’d rather work through each one of them with you than without you.”

      “God, I love you,” I swore, amazed and still dazed that this wonderful man had found his way into my life.

      “I love you too,” he replied. “My saving oasis.”
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      “Ouch, fuck!” I hissed, jerking my hand away from the hot bagel that had just popped up in the toaster. A second later, I noticed a pair of wooden tongs sitting next to the appliance and realized that’s probably what Lucy used to pull them out.

      Huffing at my own incompetence, I picked up the tongs and plopped the toasted bagels onto a waiting plate before spreading them with Lucy’s favorite blueberry cream cheese.

      Meanwhile, the Keurig finished filling her cup with coffee, and the microwave beeped, letting me know the instant oatmeal was finished heating.

      From behind me, small feet clattered into the kitchen. “Daddy?” Ava Grace asked in that voice that told me she wanted something.

      “Ave!” I cheered, pointing in her direction while I opened the refrigerator to grab the milk. “Just the girl I need. Hop up in your chair, will you? I just about have your oatmeal ready.”

      “Okay,” she endeared in her sweet Ava voice, even as she bypassed the table and approached me instead. “But will you tie my shoes for me?” When she stopped beside me and stretched out a foot, I nodded distractedly. “Sure thing, baby. Just give me a second to pour your milk. And…done.”

      Dusting my hands together after I returned the carton to the fridge, I turned to her and held down my hands. “Up?”

      She grinned and lifted her arms, then giggled when I swung her up on top of the kitchen cabinets to sit on the edge of the countertop.

      Ava loved this and immediately began to swing her feet, reminding me how much she used to kick them when she was an infant.

      I kissed her forehead, right where her old scar was and got started. It took me a bit to catch one of her shoes before I could even begin to tie it, though.

      Lucy usually made a whole learning production of things when she tied Ava’s shoes; Ava had to be a hot second from figuring out how to tie them herself. But I could never remember the chant Lucy said when she did it, so I simply whipped them together without the tutorial. Which meant I wasn’t quite as entertaining as Lucy and therefore was rarely asked to do this.

      And that made me curious as to where my beautiful wife currently was.

      “Where’s Mommy, anyway?” I asked, furrowing my brow because she was usually out here by this point, fixing breakfast with me. I had actually been giddily excited about beating her to the kitchen this morning. I wanted to have her food ready for her by the time she walked in, but a glance at the time got me worried instead.

      Why was she running this late?

      “She was sick in the bathroom,” Ava announced with way too much optimism.

      “Sick?” I repeated, blinking at her. “What do you mean sick?”

      Ava shrugged and held up a piece of paper I hadn’t realized she’d been holding the whole time. “She threw up a whole lot in the potty. But she’s blow-drying her hair now. Want to see the new picture I made?”

      “I…” Torn between paying attention to the five-year-old and checking on Lucy, I glanced back and forth between Ava and the opening to the hallway. “She threw up?”

      “Yeah.” Totally unconcerned, Ava lifted the picture, shoving it in my face. “This is you and me, and there’s Mommy. Then, that’s Daddy Duke.”

      I huffed out a breath, figuring I’d check on Lucy in a second because I could hear the blow-dryer running now, so she must be somewhat okay.

      Already knowing Ava wouldn’t let me go until I paid attention to what she wanted to show me, I focused on the picture as she pointed to a blob with wings up in the clouds, and I had to smile.

      I still couldn’t think of my brother as angelic, so it amused me every time she gave him wings, even as it simultaneously pleased me that she included him at all. It told me I’d done a good job of keeping his memory alive for her.

      “Then, this is Braiden, and that’s Cason.”

      I furrowed my brow and asked, “Why is Cason all the way over there, away from everyone else?” I would’ve understood it if Braiden had been over on the side with him because they were brothers and didn’t live with us. But no, she had her cousin Braiden inside the house with us, holding her hand.

      With a dramatic groan, Ava rolled her eyes and muttered, “Because he annoys me. I still don’t see why I have to ride to preschool with him every day.”

      I chuckled and ruffled her hair. “It’s called carpooling, kiddo. It’s economical.”

      “But why can’t I be economical with Braiden? He doesn’t pull my hair.” Leaning closer, she whispered, “He’s the good brother.”

      I grinned, silently forced to admit she had a point. Out of Beau and Bentley’s two boys, twelve-year-old Braiden was a saint compared to the rambunctious four-year-old Cason.

      “Don’t worry,” I assured, kissing her hair and rubbing her back. “You only have a few months of preschool left. And next year, when you’re in big bad kindergarten, you don’t have to carpool or spend all day with Cason anymore.”

      She sent me a dry, untrusting glance. “Swear?”

      “Pinky promise,” I added, holding out my little finger.

      Nodding her approval, she wrapped her pinkie finger around mine and we shook on it.

      “What’s this design on Mommy’s dress?” I asked, tilting my head as I squinted at it. It looked like another, tiny stick figure person. “That’s...interesting.”

      “That’s not a design, Daddy.” Ava rolled her eyes and sighed with impatient authority. “That’s the new baby.”

      I blinked and glanced up, certain I’d just misunderstood her. “The what?”

      “But I’m not supposed to tell you about that,” she added conversationally as she spotted her cup of milk on the counter beside her and reached for it. “It’s gonna be a surprise that you find in the dessert Mommy’s making for supper tonight. She’s baking a binky right in the cake.”

      When she tipped the cup up for a long drink, a voice from behind us gasped, “Ava Grace! You little snitch.”

      I whirled around to find Lucy in the opening to the kitchen, dressed for work in slacks, high heels, and a tucked-in, flowy blouse. She had her head tipped to the side as she fitted on a pair of long earrings. But after clasping the last one into place, she set her hands on her hips, lifted an eyebrow at her daughter, and scolded, “You promised you’d keep the secret until tonight.”

      “I know, Mommy,” Ava answered in a dramatic sigh before she wiped her milk mustache away with the back of her hand. “But he asked about the picture, and I can’t lie to Daddy.”

      “What picture?” Lucy demanded, finally coming forward, while I just stood there, gaping in disbelief between the two of them, certain I was misunderstanding what they were discussing.

      Ava happily held the drawing up to show it off. “I made it to give him tonight when we told him about the baby, but I had to make sure he liked it first.”

      As her mother sighed and rubbed at her forehead, muttering, “I guess I should be grateful you held out this long,” I finally burst out, “What?”

      Lucy turned to me and ruefully lifted her eyebrows. “Surprise.”

      My lips parted, and my gaze dropped to her belly. “Are you really…?”

      She pressed a hand to her stomach and sent me a nervous laugh. “Yeah. I guess my IUD’s life expectancy ran out. I’m so sorry we didn’t get to discuss it first, but—”

      “Oh my God,” I breathed, stepping toward her and cupping her face in my hands. “Holy shit, I can’t believe this. We’re having another baby?”

      She nodded and grinned at me before laughing. “Yes.”

      I kissed her and then hugged her and started laughing too, tears of joy filling my eyes.

      “Ava, we’re having a baby,” I said, turning to include her in the moment.

      “I know,” she said, sounding dryly logical. “I’m going to be the best big sister ever. Mommy already said.”

      I opened one of my arms to include her in the hug, wrapping a hand around her shoulders. “Yes, you are,” I agreed. “Because this is the best family ever.”

      And I stood there in that kitchen, holding the three most important people in the world to me as close as I could gather them.

      I’d lost a lot in this life. I’d mourned, and I had suffered.

      But I had also gained, and loved, and overcome. And honestly, it was all worth it.

      Meeting Lucy’s gaze above Ava’s head, I whispered, “Thank you,” since it was because of her that I’d kept going and fighting to get where I was now.

      She smiled and leaned in to kiss my lips, and life was good.

      

      The End

      

      To discover more about Chloe, her story,

      The Opposite of Forbidden,

      will be coming someday!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GRANDMA OPAL’S SNICKERDOODLE RECIPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cookie Mix:

      1 cup shortening

      ½ cup butter

      2 ½ cups sugar

      3 eggs

      3 ¾ cups flour

      1 tablespoon cream of tartar

      ½ tablespoon baking soda

      ½ teaspoon salt

      2 teaspoons vanilla

      

      Coating:

      3 to 5 tablespoons sugar

      1 tablespoon cinnamon

      

      Blend shortening and sugar together. Beat eggs and add to shortening and sugar. Mix in the rest of the dry ingredients. Form cookie dough into balls and then roll the balls through the cinnamon and sugar coating. Place the coated balls on cookie sheets and bake for 8 to 10 minutes at 350 degrees F.
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