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        I fell in love with two men. But I could only keep one of them.

      

        

      
        When I met Cruz Vega, it was love at first sight.

        He was my forever and always, my port in the storm, my one true love.

        Everything was so perfect.

        Until a cruel twist of fate derailed our future.

      

        

      
        Now, we were navigating uncharted territory. Merely surviving without really living.

        Despite the odds, I never stopped fighting for him. For us.

        I had no intention of ever breaking the vows we’d made…

      

        

      
        Until August Harper.

        The hot as hell, tattooed chef swaggered into my restaurant and took over my kitchen.

        Then, piece by piece, he claimed my heart, too. That wasn’t enough for him though. He wanted all of me.

      

        

      
        But as everyone knows… when you play with fire, you get burned.

        And we are going up in flames.

      

      

      Note: This book contains sensitive subject matter.
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        “Nobody has ever measured, even poets, how much a heart can hold.”

        ZELDA FITZGERALD

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      I pounded my fist against the solid oak again.

      Still no answer.

      Flipping my ball cap backward, I looked directly into the security camera. I was five years older with bigger muscles and more lines around my eyes than the last time she saw me, but I still looked the same.

      If she was home, she knew damn well that I was standing on her doorstep with my fucking heart in my hand.

      My gaze darted to the horizontal windows about five feet off the ground. I stepped away from the door and stood in front of the nearest one. Cupping my hands around my face, I peered inside. My eyes locked on the woman standing in the middle of the room, staring at her phone screen. No doubt it showed my exact location.

      Sasha lifted her head and startled, dropping her phone. I caught a flash of white-blonde hair as she moved to the door and stepped in front of it as it opened.

      Just a crack.

      “What are you doing here?”

      What the fuck did she think I was doing here?

      “Hey Sash, miss me?” I laughed like I found this whole situation amusing. “Stupid question. You didn’t waste any time moving on, did you?”

      “It’s been five years,” she hissed.

      As if I needed a reminder. I skipped the small talk and cut right to the chase. “Is Sage home?”

      She shook her head. Disappointment punched me in the gut. But maybe it was for the best. Sasha and I had unfinished business. “Open the door. We need to talk.”

      “You shouldn’t even be here. There’s nothing to talk about.” Despite her words, she opened the door wider but held up her hand when I made a move to step inside. “This isn’t an invitation. You can’t just show up on our doorstep like this. I asked you to stay away.”

      My jaw clenched. I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm the anger simmering just below the surface. When I’d gotten Sasha’s letter, the last one she ever sent, I busted two knuckles and fractured my wrist from punching a wall.

      Needless to say, it hadn’t changed a damn thing.

      Sasha used to look at me like I’d put the moon and stars in the sky.

      Now, though, she looked at me like I was just another asshole she wanted to kick to the curb. “That letter damn near killed me, Sasha. I loved you. I fucking loved you.” My voice cracked on the words.

      How could you desert me like that?

      Her eyes closed briefly. “Don’t do this to me,” she whispered. “Please don’t do this.”

      My gaze dipped to the rock on her left hand. A fucking beacon that nearly blinded me. It was partnered with a diamond wedding band.

      A dozen questions battered my mind, but she spoke before I could ask them.

      “How did you find me?”

      I leaned my shoulder against the doorframe and crossed my booted feet. “Called in a favor.”

      She laughed harshly. “Of course you did. Because you know all the right people, don’t you?” Her gaze swept over me, taking in the worn biker boots, faded denim, and black t-shirt that fit more snugly around the biceps than it used to. “You don’t belong here.”

      So she’d said. More than once.

      My gaze roamed over her suntanned legs and loose cotton dress that matched her sky-blue eyes. Sasha had the face of an angel, a halo of blonde hair, and a body that porn stars would envy. But this sleek modern house in a gated community had never been her scene.

      She loved flea markets and secondhand shops and was always dragging home furniture that needed to be repaired, sanded, and painted. Nine times out of ten, they were missing a leg or drawer handles. She did the same with pets. We’d adopted a three-legged dog and a blind cat at one point.

      “All they need is some good loving. Just like you and me, baby.”

      “And you do? You belong here?” I countered.

      Over her shoulder, I could see straight through the floor-to-ceiling windows to an infinity pool that bled into the Pacific. Prime SoCal real estate. A far cry from our crappy apartment in Los Feliz. But she always said she loved our apartment. And me. She used to love me too.

      She lowered her gaze. “I have a new life now.”

      “I can see that.” I didn’t even try to hide the bitterness in my tone. “How long did it take to forget about me and move on? Four years? Three? Or maybe you didn’t wait at all. Maybe you were fucking rich assholes behind my back the whole time. What did you do, Sasha? Spread your legs for the highest bidder?”

      “Fuck you. I never cheated on you. You.” She stabbed her finger at my chest. “You did this to us. You ruined us. So you don’t get to show up at my door and talk to me like that.” She gave me a shove and tried to close the door on me, but I slammed my palm against the wood to stop it from closing.

      “Wait. I just…” I exhaled loudly, desperation bleeding into every word. “I need to see him.”

      “You need to go,” she gritted. “I’m not going to let you come back into his life and screw things up. He’s happy, and so am I. So just leave us alone.”

      “He’s my son.” My voice sounded strangled. “I have every right to spend time with him.”

      “You gave up your rights five years ago.”

      I gritted my teeth to rein in my temper. Arguing wouldn’t get me anywhere. I needed to know how my son was doing. “How is he? Is he okay? Is he healthy?”

      She hesitated a moment. “He’s good. He’s… doing great.” Relief flooded my body, and I opened my mouth to ask her for more information, but she wasn’t done talking yet. “Travis treats him like his own, and Sage looks up to him. He’s Sage’s hero.”

      The words cut so deep that I could barely breathe. A vise wrapped around my heart and squeezed. I rubbed my chest as if it would ease the ache. It did not.

      I knew who he was. Travis Fucking Jones. Six-time world champion surfer, entrepreneur, and environmental activist.

      My son’s hero.

      “So please…” Her baby blues pleaded with me. “If you ever loved me, just leave us alone.”

      There was a time I would have done anything in the world for her—and for Sage—but this was the one thing I couldn’t do. I’d lost Sasha and had to come to terms with it over the past few years. But Sage was still my son, and nothing would ever change that. “I can’t do that. You should know better than to ask.”

      “You’ve been gone a long time. Things change. We’ve moved on.”

      “Well, that’s great, Sasha. I’m fucking thrilled for you. But I haven’t moved on.” I thumped my fist against my chest. “You can’t just write me off with one Dear John letter and hope I disappear off the face of the earth. You’ve moved on. Good for you. But I’m not here for you. I’m here for my son. And I don’t give a shit about your surfer husband with his fancy fucking house. I’m Sage’s father. Me. Not this shithead who stepped in to play dad.” I turned her words back on her and speared her with a look. “If you ever loved me, you’d let me see my son.”

      “You’ve made your choices. All the wrong ones.” She sucked in a breath and let it out. “And I will never forgive you for what you did to us. Never.”

      “I did it for you and Sage,” I said between clenched teeth. Even five years later, I stubbornly clung to that belief. It was the only way I could justify my actions. Everything I did was for them.

      But unfortunately, I’d gone about it in the wrong way.

      “You didn’t do it for us. You did it for the money. You did it so you wouldn’t lose your precious restaurant. And your stupid male pride… you could have borrowed the money. You could have found another way. You didn’t have to do that. We were doing just fine.”

      I huffed out a laugh. If Sasha thought we’d been doing fine, she was delusional. “We weren’t fine. Not by a long shot. But you were always good at turning a blind eye to the bills and the mountain of debt, weren’t you? Did you think a fairy godmother would wave her magic wand and poof, all the bills would disappear? That’s not how it works in the real world, baby.” Her eyes filled with tears. I fought my instinct to brush them away and jammed my hands in my pockets, softening my tone. “I was trying to protect you.”

      “And look how that turned out,” she yelled. She shook her head. “You have to go. I can’t… I can’t do this right now.” Her hand lowered to her belly, and she rubbed in a circular motion. It was the same thing she always did when pregnant with Sage.

      I stared at her stomach, just now noticing the small bump under the thin cotton.

      I took a step back, my eyes darting from her stomach to her face as the realization dawned on me. “You’re pregnant?”

      She bit her lip, not meeting my eye. “Four months.”

      Talk about a sucker punch to the gut. I grabbed the back of my neck and looked up at the gray sky. Not only had Sasha moved on, but she was starting a new family with another man.

      “Please. Just go.”

      Yeah, I needed to go. I’d been dealt enough harsh blows for one day. “I’ll go.” I held up my hands in surrender, but I wasn’t leaving until I got what I had come for. “Just as soon as you tell me when I can see him.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “I need some time to think about this.”

      Time? How much more time did she need?

      “Do you have your phone? Take my number.” When she made no move to get her phone, I made a final plea, “You can’t keep him away from me forever. He’s my boy. I’ve loved him from the minute he was born. Even before he was born. And I made him a promise. You remember that?”

      “Oh, I remember. I remember everything. The question is, do you?” Her eyes flashed with anger. “Because you broke all your promises.”

      I ignored her words and forged on. “It’s not too late. All I want to do is spend some time with him. Just give me another chance to make it right. Please, Sasha.” I was practically on my knees, begging.

      Her shoulders sagged. “I hate you,” she whispered.

      That made two of us. I let out a weary sigh. “I know.”

      She turned from the door and returned a few seconds later, phone in hand. “What’s your number?”

      I reeled it off and watched her enter the digits, but her hand was shaking, and she kept messing up the number.

      I held out my hand and wiggled my fingers. “Hand it over.”

      With a sigh of resignation, she gave me her phone. After I entered my number, I handed it back to her. “Call me.”

      “Just promise you’ll leave now, and you won’t make any more surprise visits, and I’ll think about it.” When I didn’t respond, she raised her brows, prompting me to accept her terms.

      “Promise.”

      “Swear on your son’s life.”

      I let out a sigh of exasperation. My word used to be good enough, but like so many things, that had changed too. “I swear on my son’s life.”

      “If I see you anywhere near him without my permission, if I see you anywhere near this house, I’ll call the cops and slap a restraining order on you. Happy birthday, August.” The door slammed in my face.

      Yeah, happy fucking birthday to me. Fittingly, it was April first. Once again, the joke was on me.

      I heard the locks sliding into place as I walked away, feeling like I’d just been rag-dolled by a killer wave, and washed up on the beach.

      I vaulted the security fence because fuck it and slid behind the wheel of my pickup, praying like hell that she wouldn’t try to keep my son from me. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the money to fight a legal battle.

      But with any luck, she’d remember the good, not all the bad, and the scales would tip in my favor.

      Either way, I was in Costa del Rey to stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      Two Weeks Later

      

      “David is thrilled to have you in his kitchen,” Kristen said as I poured water into the pot of beef marrow and added the ginger and onion I’d charred earlier.

      “I can’t believe he let me in his kitchen.”

      Last week, I came in for a bowl of pho. When David saw me, he brought me every item on the menu. The broth was rich and savory and meaty, the flavors fresh and clean with just the right amount of heat, and everything was perfectly cooked.

      Ten minutes after eating, I talked my way into their kitchen and told them I’d work for free.

      “Are you kidding?” Kristen plunged her cucumber ribbons into an ice water bath and stowed the container in a low boy under the counter. “I’ve been hearing about the infamous August Harper for years.”

      “I’ll bet. I’m sure it was all flattering.”

      Kristen laughed. “Not all of it, no. I thought you sounded like an ogre, but David always defended you. He said you made him a better chef. He’s always respected you.”

      When David Nguyen worked for me, I demanded perfection. I was an arrogant asshole, so busy chasing the coveted Michelin star that I’d forgotten what was really important.

      “You’re why we decided to keep it small,” Kristen continued. “We wanted to find that perfect work/life balance.”

      I winced, but she didn’t notice. She was busy chopping mint and chilis for the garnishes.

      The Nguyens’ kitchen was tiny, only big enough for David and Kristen, which was by design. Customers were served at the counter or at one of four small tables, and foodies flocked to this place. By lunchtime, there would be a line out the door.

      When the food ran out, they closed the restaurant for the day and went surfing, hung out at the beach, dined at local restaurants, or whatever people did when they weren’t working.

      Eight years ago, I would have said they had their priorities screwed up. Now, though, I’d say they’d gotten it exactly right.

      “I’ll finish the day, and then I’ll get out of your hair.” All I wanted was to work in a kitchen again. But I didn’t want to outstay my welcome.

      “You know we’d hire you if we could,” she said warmly.

      “I know. Thanks.” They didn’t have the money to hire me or the room to accommodate another chef.

      They just wanted to do what they loved and keep it simple.

      I tossed spices into a pan and toasted them. The air filled with the warm, pungent aroma of star anise. Cardamom. Cloves. Cinnamon. An Angus & Julia Stone song piped from the speakers, and fingers of pale morning sunlight danced across the stainless steel.

      It was my favorite time of day. Early enough to still hold promise.

      I kept waiting for my phone to ring or for a text to come through, but it didn’t.

      A few days ago, I almost knocked on Sasha’s door again, demanding to see my son. But in the end, I couldn’t do it.

      What is a man if all his promises are empty?

      A worthless piece of shit.

      A little while later, David returned with fresh fish for today’s specials, and Kristen’s face lit up as if he'd been gone years instead of a couple hours. I averted my gaze when she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. Kristen was short, blonde, and curvy. David was tall and lean with thick black hair that she ran her fingers through, laughing when it stood up in all different directions.

      They were in love, and I was the third wheel in a kitchen only big enough for two.

      How would it feel to spend most of your waking hours with the person you loved?

      Pretty damn good, I’d imagine.

      Being around them reminded me of how often I’d left Sasha alone while pursuing my dreams. Back then, I had no concept of a work/life balance. My work was my life. But she always said she understood and loved my drive and ambition and wouldn’t want me any other way.

      Until Sage came along, and everything changed.

      David set a Vietnamese coffee on the counter next to me, and I shoved thoughts of Sasha and my son out of my head. Dwelling on it wouldn’t change a damn thing.

      I thanked him and stirred the dark, rich coffee with the condensed milk at the bottom while he tucked some cash under the saucer. I tried to give back the money, but he held up his hands and backed away, refusing to take it.

      “Keep it. Please. I can’t in good conscience let you work for free.”

      “I’m the one who barged into your kitchen,” I pointed out.

      “The privilege is all mine.” He sounded so sincere it baffled me. I couldn’t understand why he had any respect for me after what I did.

      I had a lot of amends to make. Might as well start here. I cleared my throat and rubbed my hand over my jaw, offering an overdue apology. “Sorry for being such an asshole back then.”

      He shrugged, brushing it off, which had always been his way. “You were under a lot of stress,” he said. “It was understandable.”

      I shook my head. “It’s no excuse. You were a damn good sous chef, and I should have built you up instead of always trying to find fault.”

      He studied my face, his brows knitted. “I don’t know what your memories are of that time, but we were excited to be a part of Eight by August. The things you were doing with food… you took everything to the next level. And you can’t achieve that level of perfection with a team of slackers. Yeah, you were hard on us, but every single one of us would have followed you into the fire. You deserved that Michelin star.”

      A reminder of how far I’d fallen and how much I’d lost. Every-fucking-thing.

      I’d achieved my dream, just like I’d set out to do, but at what cost?

      I carried the pots and pans to the sink and washed them, my back to him.

      “You should open your own place,” he said. “It’s hard to go back to working for other people when you’re used to running your own show.”

      As if it was that easy. I’d need money which I didn’t have. And no bank would give me a loan now.

      “Your past doesn’t define you, August,” Kristen said.

      I’d only met her a week ago, but she obviously knew my story. And as much as I would love to agree with her, I couldn’t. My past did define me, and it had from the moment I’d entered this world kicking and screaming.

      But I kept my mouth shut and checked on my slow-roasted pork belly. I’d marinated it in lemongrass, kaffir lime, soy, and garlic, and it was starting to caramelize. Cooking has always been my passion. My reason for being. I credited it for saving my life more than once and keeping me off the streets when I was a punk teenager.

      It was good to be back, doing what I loved, even if this wasn’t my kitchen and this wasn’t a real job.

      Kristen handed me a piece of mango. Ripe and juicy. “You probably missed the little things most, right?”

      The little things. The big things. All of it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later, we got slammed, and I didn’t have time to think about anything except feeding the customers.

      The kitchen was cramped and hot as hell, but I hadn’t had this much fun in years.

      By two thirty, we ran out of most items on the menu, and the place was nearly empty, except for two people at the counter, finishing their pho.

      A willowy brunette walked through the front door as I wiped down the counter, and I paused what I was doing to watch her cross the room.

      She was beautiful. A knockout with long waves of chestnut brown hair, lush lips, and big tits I shouldn’t even be noticing. My eyes raked over her white button-down, which showed a hint of cleavage, and down her mile-long legs, clad in denim, frayed at the edges.

      I vaguely recalled having met her before but couldn’t remember where or when it would have been.

      She sat at the counter, and my gaze dipped to her left hand. She was rubbing her thumb over the platinum band on her ring finger.

      When her big brown eyes met mine, I saw something in them that I recognized. Sadness. Anger. Defeat. But it was fleeting and vanished in an instant.

      Her brows furrowed, her eyes darting around the space behind me. “Where’s Kristen? And David?” She craned her neck and twisted in her seat, scanning the tiny restaurant before turning to face me.

      I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “They’re in the back.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at me. “They would never leave someone else in charge. Where are they? I need proof of life.”

      Proof of life? Funny girl. “Why? Do you think I’ve murdered them and stuffed them in the freezer?”

      “It’s possible.” Her gaze raked over me. “You’re a big guy.” She shrugged. “For all I know, you could be a serial killer.”

      “A serial killer who kills the owners then takes over running their restaurant?” I scoffed.

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s just weird. I’ve been coming here since they opened, and the Nguyens never let me into their kitchen.” She sounded offended as if I’d stolen something that should have rightfully been hers.

      “Guess I’m just more persuasive than you.” I flashed her a smile.

      “A con man, more like it,” she muttered.

      I watched, amused, as she snapped her wooden chopsticks apart with too much force like they’d done her wrong. “I’ve been trying to figure out their secret wing sauce for years, but something is always missing.” She lowered her voice like we were exchanging classified information. “Do you know the secret recipe?”

      I studied her more closely before answering. Her nails were short, without much white showing, with a blue Band-Aid wrapped around her left index finger. She was sporting a few burns on her arm below her cuffed shirt, and I was ninety-nine percent certain she was a chef.

      “Maybe.” They never gave me the recipe, but I was pretty sure I could recreate it. I looked toward the kitchen and then leaned in close. “How much is it worth to you?” I was messing with her, but she either didn’t notice or was playing along.

      “What is it?” she prodded, her eyes lighting up with excitement like she was on the brink of discovering the Holy Grail.

      “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

      She leaned back in her seat and arched her brows. “So that’s why your body count is so high.”

      I chuckled as Kristen came out from the back and smiled at the woman. Then she shooed me away. “Sit with Nicola and let me feed you.”

      Nicola glared at me as I rounded the counter. “I don’t want company.”

      Just for that, I sat in the chair right next to hers and moved it as close as possible until our thighs almost touched.

      David joined Kristen behind the counter. “I have something special for you,” he told Nicola, treating her like an honored guest.

      She thanked him and then chatted with Kristen while studiously ignoring me. David came out with two steaming bowls of pho and set them in front of us, then went back into the kitchen and returned with more plates of food for us to share.

      We were the only two sitting at the counter now. Kristen locked the front door and gave me a sly wink before she disappeared into the kitchen with David, leaving me alone with Nicola. Just as if she’d planned this whole thing and we were on a blind date.

      Except my date was married, and she was shooting dagger eyes at me.

      Before she dove into her food, she pointed her chopsticks at me, eyes narrowed, her voice laced with accusation. “Who the hell are you anyway?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” I dug into my food without further explanation at the same time she did.

      I stifled a groan when her little moans and gasps filled the silence. They were the kind of sounds a woman made when she was having an orgasm. But I wasn’t the one giving it to her.

      The credit went to the wings, the meat juicy and succulent, the spices coating my tongue as the heat kicked in.

      I grabbed the cold Tiger beer that had magically appeared in front of me and caught Nicola’s sidelong glance as I took a long pull.

      I couldn’t tell if she wanted to punch me or kiss me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      The steaming bowls of pho David and Kristen served at their tiny, perfect Vietnamese restaurant were my comfort food. And today, of all days, it was exactly what I needed.

      The last thing I’d needed on this Monday, my only day off, was to sit next to a guy who had somehow weaseled his way into the Nguyens’ good graces.

      It made no sense. They guarded their kitchen and secret sauces like they were defending Fort Knox.

      He looked vaguely familiar, but if we’d met, I would have remembered. He wasn’t the kind of man you could easily forget.

      I watched his throat bob on a swallow as he drank his beer, his big hand wrapped around the cold bottle dripping with condensation. The ends of his dark brown hair curled where they met the collar of his black t-shirt, and his head was covered with a black bandana.

      He was big, well over six feet. Big hands that look like they’d punched a few faces in their time. Broad shoulders and a narrow waist, the cotton of his t-shirt stretched over his muscular frame.

      My gaze dipped to the heavily inked tattoos on his left arm. A koi fish, a Japanese dragon that disappeared under the arm of his t-shirt, and a chef’s knife on his forearm with words in script on the blade—Find what you love and let it kill you.

      So, he was obviously a chef. That made more sense.

      I recognized the quote, too. Figures he’d like Bukowski.

      He set his bottle on the counter and used his chopsticks to pick up a piece of sticky pork belly. “The last piece is yours.” He pointed to the plate. “I saved you the best one.”

      He made it sound like he was doing me a huge favor. “What makes this the best?” I asked, securing it with my chopsticks and guiding it closer to my face for further inspection.

      “It’s the plumpest and juiciest and has the most fat.”

      “Most people would say that’s the worst piece.” I bit into it and almost swooned. I got hits of lemongrass, garlic, and soy, balancing out the sweetness of the caramelized pork. My tastebuds did a happy dance.

      “They’re obviously not foodies.” He took another swig of his beer, shifted in his seat, and angled his body toward me, watching me eat the last bite.

      I didn’t even know his name, but I was sharing a meal with this stranger, eating off the same small plates in a Vietnamese restaurant only a few miles from Villa Mare, where Cruz was staying.

      It felt intimate and wrong like I was cheating on my husband.

      “Seriously, who are you, and why are you here?” I waved my chopsticks toward the kitchen and turned my head to face him just as he did.

      My browns met his greens, and they locked and held. There was so much intensity in his green gaze that I felt like he was stripping me bare and seeing straight into my soul. I licked my lips to wet them, and his gaze followed the movement.

      God, why was it so hot in here? I needed some air. And space.

      I should have put some distance between us, but I didn’t.

      I stared at his full lips and the stubble on his squared jaw before I averted my head and took a few swigs of beer.

      He looked like the kind of guy who would lure you into bed, fuck your brains out, and leave you begging for more.

      I took another fortifying sip of beer and set it down.

      “If you’re asking what my name is, it’s August,” he said long after I’d asked the question. “If you’re asking who I am, I’m a lot of things. And thanks to you, I can add con man and serial killer to my list of crimes.”

      I let out an unladylike snort as his mouth tipped up in a half-smile, half-smirk. It was sexy, like him.

      His big, muscular thigh brushed against mine, and a little jolt of electricity shot through me. That small gesture left me feeling so rattled that I couldn’t speak.

      I was sitting next to an insanely attractive man, feeling things I shouldn’t. I didn’t want to imagine him doing things to my body with his lips, tongue, and hands because I shouldn’t want that with him or any other man who wasn’t Cruz.

      I’d taken my vows seriously. Until death do us part, and not a minute sooner.

      I shook my head, snapping out of my daze. There was only one thing to do in this situation. “I have to go.”

      My chair scraped against the wood as I stood abruptly and threw some cash on the counter. Without a backward glance, I bolted for the door and fumbled with the locks. He called my name, but I ignored it and yanked the door open, spilling onto the sidewalk.

      I sprinted to my car like I was being chased by a pack of wolves and threw myself into the driver’s seat. My heart thrashed against my ribcage, and I could feel my pulse thrumming in my neck.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      Besides everything.

      Now that I’d made a complete fool of myself, I could only hope that I’d never have to see him again.

      I jammed the key in the ignition and hit the gas.

      Guilt gnawed at me as I took the scenic route and drove along the coast with my windows down and the sea air blowing through my hair. It felt so wrong that the sun was shining, and the waves kept crashing against the shore.

      I resented the ocean.

      I resented the people around me who went on with their lives just as if everything was right with the world.

      With just a sharp turn of the wheel, I could plunge to my death and end it all. I’d go down in a blaze of fire.

      Tempting.

      But sadly for me, my survival instincts were strong, so I kept a firm grip on the wheel and didn’t deviate from the road.

      Fifteen minutes later, I parked in front of the pink stucco building flanked by bougainvillea and palm trees. You could easily mistake Villa Mare for a five-star resort if you didn't know better.

      I grabbed my canvas tote from the passenger seat, walked through the front door, and down the white hallway decorated with works by local artists. Glorious sunsets over the pier, wildflowers in the canyon, the sweep of the ocean along the cove.

      All that beauty and we were living on a fault line.

      On my way to Cruz’s room, I said hello to Cassie, my favorite nurse.

      She spun to face me, her dark curls bouncing and gave me a warm smile. “Hey, sweetie. You just missed your mama. She gave him a nice haircut. He looks so handsome.”

      A lump formed in my throat, but I forced a smile. “That’s why I fell for him. He was so hot.” I tried to pass it off as a joke but failed.

      Cassie grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I can only imagine.”

      And that was all she could do—imagine it. I left her in the hallway and walked into my husband’s private room. The blinds were open, and outside his window, the garden bloomed with life. How ironic that I’d chosen a room with a view.

      Setting my bag on the table, I reached for Cruz’s hand. His eyes were open, but I almost preferred it when they were closed. It killed me to look into his dark eyes, constantly searching for signs that he was still there, only to be met with nothingness.

      “Hey, baby.” I ran my hand over his dark hair, cropped short to his head the way he’d always worn it, and over the scar where the hair had never grown back. “It’s me. I’m just going to give you some fresh flowers. And I brought some things from the kitchen.”

      I tossed last week’s flowers, washed out the vase, and filled it with fresh water and flowers in all shades of purple, his favorite color.

      Cruz used to bring me flowers all the time.

      At the beginning of our relationship, I’d always ask him, “What’s the occasion?”

      And he’d always answer the same way. “You. You are the occasion.”

      Just as if every day we spent together was worthy of a celebration.

      I set the vase on the table and scowled at the little shrine my mother had set up. Again. A few weeks ago, I’d tossed all the prayer cards and figurines into the trash. She hadn’t said a word about it. Instead, she’d replaced them with new ones.

      My mother prayed to every saint, but her prayers went unanswered. There were no miracles. No biblical re-enactments of Lazarus rising from the dead or Jesus being resurrected. We had to rely on modern science and the medical staff—nurses, doctors, physical therapists—to keep my husband alive.

      I pulled a chair next to Cruz’s bed and unpacked my bag. I crushed the mint leaves between my fingers and held them under his nose. “It’s mint. You love the scent of mint. Remember the time we went to Cabo and got drunk on mojitos? It was my twenty-second birthday, and the trip was a surprise. You got Scarlett to pack my bag, remember? We danced in the moonlight, and I was so high on life… so high on love that I couldn’t stop smiling. I remember thinking, how did I get so lucky? How did I find my one true love in this great big world with almost eight billion people?”

      While I recounted stories of our life together, I held a wedge of a lemon, a bottle of Tabasco, a bunch of basil under his nose. My husband stared blankly at the wall behind me.

      After stimulating his sense of smell, I covered his ears with headphones and played music from the playlist I’d made especially for him. While he listened to the music, I stroked his arms and held his hand. Brushed my fingertips over his jaw, his cheekbone, his forehead.

      A few songs later, I caught the grimace on his face, so I removed the headphones and deleted the music that had upset him. The doctors told me Cruz’s facial expressions, and physical actions were involuntary reactions, but what if they weren’t? What if he hated Ed Sheeran and just the sound of his voice or that particular song caused him distress?

      I hated subjecting him to more discomfort than he was already in, even though I knew none of this made a difference.

      Not the music or the crushed mint, or the stories I told.

      In the beginning, I’d gotten the best neurologists in the country to examine him. I’d scoured the internet for cures and latched onto stories of miraculous recoveries. I’d clung to those false hopes for so, so long.

      Until finally, I’d had to accept that there was absolutely nothing anyone could do to fix the love of my life.

      Cruz was irrevocably broken, and he was never coming back.

      But even if he couldn’t process my words, my touch, or the sound of my voice, I still needed him to know I was there for him.

      I leaned over and kissed his forehead. “I love you, Cruz Vega. Always and forever,” I whispered, tasting the salty tears streaming down my cheeks. “I miss you so fucking much. I don’t know how to do this without you.” By this, I meant life.

      Today marked the two-year anniversary of the day I lost my husband. Seventy-two hours later, I’d sentenced him to a life of living hell.

      And I had no idea how to forgive myself or move on.

      I stayed with Cruz until the horizon swallowed up the sun, and darkness blanketed the room.

      I slept in the chair beside his bed, my muscles cramped and my back stiff.

      I stayed with him until a new day dawned, and this horrible anniversary was over.

      Until next year. And the year after that. And for all the years that would follow for as long as his big, strong heart kept beating.

      Always and forever. Until death do us part.
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      Nicola

      “Table six. Two scallop carpaccio, one burrata, one quail,” I called. “Two Dover sole, one duck, one lobster ravioli.”

      “Heard,” came the replies from my station chefs.

      I scanned the dining room through the floor-to-ceiling window that separated the kitchen from the diners as a large group was seated at the table in front. Friday nights were usually busy, and tonight was no exception.

      Meanwhile, my cousin Ari was still hanging out at the bar, chatting. Like she didn’t have a restaurant to manage.

      Courtney entered from the dining room and set a plate on the pass in front of me. “Table eight says it’s overcooked.”

      I grabbed the ticket for table eight and scanned it. The steak in front of me was medium well, not medium rare like the customer had ordered. “Zach. Fire a filet mignon. Medium rare.”

      No response. “Zach,” I snapped. “Filet mignon. Medium rare. I shouldn’t have to repeat myself.”

      “Yes, chef.”

      I rolled out my shoulders and took a deep breath. Whenever I stepped into my kitchen—my domain—I was a chef, not a grieving wife. And that was how it needed to be. I had a job that required my entire focus and energy. A restaurant that I couldn’t afford to lose. And a young staff who needed guidance and mentoring.

      But some days, I could barely keep my head above water, so trying to keep everyone else from going under was exhausting.

      Everything is fine. You’ve got everything under control. Ignore the critics.

      Two seconds later, Ari came in from the dining room carrying a bottle of red. “I need you to taste this wine. Table ten said it’s corked.” She poured some wine into a glass, and I held it up to my nose and sniffed, then took a sip. It tasted exactly as this particular cabernet sauvignon should. Big and dense with high tannins. “It’s not corked.”

      “I know. I tasted it. So did the hot guy at the bar.” She fanned herself with her hand. “He’s super-hot. He gives off a lot of big dick energy.”

      Big dick energy?

      I ground my molars together and prayed for patience, so I wouldn’t leap across the pass and strangle my pretty cousin.

      “We both thought it tasted fine,” she said.

      Ari knew her wine. She was a sommelier, so she shouldn’t have needed the opinion of a ‘hot guy at the bar.’ Not to mention it was highly unprofessional.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. “Nice to see that you’re putting that degree in hospitality to good use. Did the customer see you doing that?”

      “Nope.” She tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear, completely unrepentant. “He’s a pompous ass who just loves to hear himself talk. He acts like a wine connoisseur when I’d be willing to bet that he couldn’t tell the difference between a shiraz and a cab sav.” She sniffed.

      Sometimes I hated the adage that the customer was always right. Especially when they ordered an expensive bottle of wine and sent it back. “Take it off their tab and put that bottle behind the bar. Tell Rob it’s eighteen dollars a glass.” She nodded and turned to go. “And focus on managing your waitstaff and the restaurant instead of flirting with customers.”

      “It was five minutes, Nic. And I’m the front-of-house manager. Keeping the customers happy is part of my job. But you should see this guy. He’s—”

      “I don’t have time for this, Ari,” I gritted. My cousin was twenty-six, beautiful, and very much single now that she’d dumped her loser boyfriend of four years. He’d cheated on her (multiple times), and in retaliation, she’d been hooking up with guys left, right, and center. Which I fully supported. Except when she was doing it on my dime.

      “Okay. Nic.” She held up her hands. “You know I love you, but you are so tightly wound. Is this because of that review?” My expression must have given me away. “It was just one review, Nic. You can’t let it get to you. Shake it off.”

      God, that review was so scathing. I couldn’t get it out of my head, making me question everything. “Nicola’s at The Surf Lodge looks sexy but fails to seduce. The Dover sole was bland and unremarkable. The scallops were lackluster. And the duck was rubbery, served with a sauce reminiscent of a school cafeteria lunch. At these prices, everything should be exquisite, which, sadly, it is not.”

      “Just stop and take a deep calming breath,” Ari said. “Everything is going to be okay,” she assured me.

      Easy for her to say. She wasn’t responsible for keeping this restaurant afloat. And it wasn’t her name or reputation on the line.

      As soon as she walked away, I was hit with a dozen new problems. Every line cook was in the weeds, and the service had ground to a screeching halt.

      A few minutes later, Courtney showed up at the pass and looked at me expectantly. Shit. The filet mignon.

      “Zach, where’s the steak?”

      “It’s up.” He passed it to Luca, who was on the sauté station, ready to pan-sear it with chanterelles, garlic, and thyme.

      Luca pressed his finger against the meat. “Dude, this is overcooked.” Luca set the beef in front of me for my inspection. “We can’t fucking serve this.” He crossed his arms and jerked his chin at it. “Cut into it. I’d bet on my life it’s medium. If I’m wrong, I’ll pay you for the steak.”

      At twenty-four, my brother already had the arrogance of a head chef. I’d love to knock him down a few pegs, but sadly, I knew he was right.

      “Zach, take over Luca’s station. Luca, I want you on the grill.” It was a snap decision and not one of my better ones to pit these two against each other. But Zach had just ruined two fifty-dollar entrées, and I couldn’t take the risk that he’d destroy anything else.

      “No fucking way,” Luca said. “This is my station. He’s going to fuck it up.”

      “Luca, now.” I wrenched the pan out of his hand and took over the sauté station.

      Zach shoulder-checked Luca as he walked past him. Luca spun around and shoved him against the counter, rattling the plates on the shelves.

      Zach’s hands balled into fists, ready to fight back. “You’re an asshole, Benedetti.”

      “At least I know how to cook a fucking steak without incinerating it.”

      “Get out of my space,” Miguel snarled at them.

      “We don’t have time for this,” I yelled. “Both of you, just do your damn jobs. This isn’t a high school locker room.” Although there was so much testosterone in this kitchen that sometimes it felt like one.

      They glared at each other before they did as I’d asked.

      Why would anyone be crazy enough to open their own restaurant?  The hours sucked. The work was labor intensive and never-ending. You had to break up fights and deal with big egos and hot tempers. You had to put your heart, soul, sweat, and tears into it. And sometimes, that wasn’t even enough. Critics slammed you. Customers gave you shit. Food got sent back, and wine was deemed undrinkable.

      So, I was obviously certifiable because running my own restaurant was the only thing I’d ever wanted to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the last table had been served, I bummed a cigarette from Jayden, one of my dish washers, and walked out the back door. Leaning against the wall near the dumpsters, I sucked in deep breaths of salt air.

      My kitchen was the only thing I still had control over, but even that felt like it was slipping through my fingers.

      The back door opened, and Luca stepped outside, his tall frame looming before me.

      When did my little brother grow up?

      He pushed his hand through his hair, chestnut brown and wavy like mine and blew out an exasperated breath. “You need a new sous chef, Nic. Aimee’s been gone for months, and you still haven’t hired anyone to replace her. And you need to get rid of Zach. He’s not cutting it.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at me.

      It must be nice to have all the answers. “What’s the deal with you and Zach? Before you started working for me, he never had a problem with anyone.”

      “You’re blaming me for his lack of skills?” he asked incredulously.

      “Is this some kind of pissing contest? Is this because you graduated from the CIA and he didn’t? Is that what this is about?”

      “I don’t like the guy. If this was my restaurant, I’d get rid of him. And I’d get rid of that weird chick on garde manger.”

      Hannah was not weird. She was quiet and kept to herself, but she was good at her job and could hold her own in a male-dominated kitchen. “Stop being such a dick.” I smacked him upside the head to drive my point home.

      “Ow. Jesus.” He rubbed the back of his head. “You’re getting just like Mom.”

      Oh God. Note to self: Don’t smack your little brother, or you’ll turn into your mother. “It was a love tap.” Oh man, I really was turning into my mother. Let’s just say my family was demonstrative. “You’re fresh out of culinary school and—”

      “I graduated almost two years ago.”

      I sighed. I loved my brother, but I could live without his superior attitude. I blamed it on my parents. In the Benedetti house, the men were treated like kings, and Luca had always been spoiled rotten. He’d be the first to tell you he was a culinary genius. Graduating from the top culinary school in the country and scoring an externship at a Michelin-starred restaurant in Sonoma had only made him cockier.

      “You still have a lot to learn. Now get back inside and help them clean.”

      “Yes, chef,” he said in the most sarcastic tone ever. Smart-ass.

      If he wasn’t my brother, I’d fire him. But, no, I wouldn’t. Luca was talented, and he was a hard worker. He just needed an attitude adjustment.

      When the door closed behind him, I fished out the lighter and put the pilfered cigarette between my lips. The flame caught, and I took a deep drag, filling my lungs with nicotine and chemicals.

      I tipped my head back and looked at the sky, searching for the brightest star. When I found it, I made my wish and blew a ribbon of smoke into the sky.

      I was still staring up when footsteps sounded on the gravel. Pressing my back against the wall, I watched with wary eyes. The man stopped in front of me and studied my face before plucking the cigarette from my fingers.

      As if we were friends and he had every right to do that.

      The lights from the pier in the distance formed a halo above his head, but I very much doubted that he was an angel.

      “You shouldn’t smoke,” August said in his deep, raspy voice. “It’ll kill your tastebuds.” He took a drag and blew the smoke out of the corner of his mouth.

      So cool. So cavalier. So familiar.
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      Nicola

      “What are you doing here?” I was hoping I’d never see you again.

      “Looking for you.” August took another drag and handed the cigarette back to me. “I have a proposition for you.”

      “I’m married.” I flashed my left hand in front of his face as if he needed proof and took a drag of the cigarette that had just touched his lips.

      He leaned against the wall beside me and crossed his arms and booted feet. “It’s not that kind of proposition.”

      I tossed the cigarette and crushed it under the sole of my black leather clog. “Whatever it is, I’m not interested.”

      He was the kind of trouble I didn’t need. I turned to go back inside, dismissing him.

      “You need a sous chef.”

      I paused but kept my back to him. “Were you eavesdropping on my conversation?”

      “No. I was sitting at the bar earlier.”

      Of course he was. I should have known it was him, giving off all that big dick energy.

      “You have an open kitchen,” he continued. “And from where I was sitting, the head chef looked like an island. There was no second in command, nobody helping you manage your station chefs, and no extra hand to jump in and dig them out of the weeds. You were all alone, Nicola.”

      My back stiffened. You were all alone, Nicola. Because, yes, I had become an island. But how could he have seen so much when I hadn’t even seen him?

      Guess I’d been too preoccupied to scope out the customers at the bar.

      Despite knowing I should go back inside and slam the door on this conversation, I turned to face him. It was dark, his face cast in shadows, but I could still make out his features. And I could feel the penetrating gaze of those green eyes.

      “Why did you come in tonight?”

      “Like I said, I wanted to see you.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. “Why?”

      He exhaled a breath and shoved his hand through his hair. “Honestly? I don’t have a fucking clue.”

      “You can do better than that.” I didn’t know what kind of answer I was looking for. This man was a stranger. Just because we’d shared a meal four days ago didn’t make us friends. And yet I felt drawn to him, so I moved closer when I should have run the other way.

      “I suspected you were a chef and asked David if you had your own place,” he said. “I was curious to see what your restaurant was like, so I came to check it out.”

      I considered his words but got the feeling he was holding something back. “Did he tell you anything else about me?”

      He shook his head. “No. I didn’t ask him for any personal information. Only the name of your restaurant.”

      I relaxed a little, but his next words put me on edge again.

      “You need help, and I’m available to start immediately.”

      I almost laughed in his face. The audacity of this man. I folded my arms over my chest, a weak defense. “I don’t even know the first thing about you. For all I know, you can’t even cook.”

      “I can cook,” he said calmly. “But to be a sous chef, you have to be able to do more than just cook.”

      I knew that. I tilted my head and studied his face. He still seemed so familiar, but I had no idea why. “Where have I seen you before?”

      He took a step closer until he stood right in front of me. Close enough to touch.

      The air buzzed with electricity, and an unwanted thrill shot through me as his scent washed over me. Clean. Masculine. Citrus and sandalwood. And something else… cinnamon?

      “You tell me.” His tone implied that we’d met before. The corner of his mouth lifted into a half-smile as if this guessing game amused him.

      Fine. We’d play Twenty Questions. “Where are you from?”

      “LA.”

      “Where have you worked before? What kind of experience do you have?” I reiterated as if I was interviewing him for a sous chef position. Which I absolutely was not doing.

      “I’ve worked at a few places. I’ve been working in kitchens since I was fifteen. Started as a dishwasher and worked my way up.” He hesitated a moment as if he was deliberating over how much information he was willing to share. “Anton Renaud took me on as an apprentice, and by the time I left, I was his sous chef.”

      My eyes widened. Holy shit. Anton Renaud? If he was trying to impress me, it had worked. Anyone who had worked under Anton Renaud deserved bragging rights. He was one of the best chefs in the country, renowned for his food as much as his temper. Chez Anton was a two-starred Michelin restaurant in LA. “You worked for Anton Renaud?” I asked slowly.

      “For seven years.”

      Curiosity got the best of me, and I couldn’t help but ask, “Why did you leave? Did he fire you?”

      He gave me a wry smile. “No. I quit to do my own thing. Wanted to run my own show. I was young and ambitious, and my ego was calling the shots. I was convinced I could do anything.”

      “And it bombed?” Since when had I become such a cynic, expecting the worst-case scenario?

      “Not exactly. But as I’m sure you know, restaurants don’t see much profit for the first few years, and I needed money. I had a lot of loans to pay off and a ton of bills.” He averted his gaze. “In the end… I lost everything,” he said quietly.

      I shuddered. That was my biggest fear. Four years later, I still worried that I would lose everything. Sometimes, it felt like this restaurant was the only reason I got out of bed in the morning. “How old are you?”

      “Thirty-four.”

      “And when did you lose everything?” I prodded.

      He hesitated. “When I was twenty-nine.”

      I did the math. “What have you been doing for the past five years?”

      He rubbed his hand over his jaw, his expression shuttered. “I’ve been away for a while. Working in a kitchen. But it wasn’t the kind of place you’d want to put on your resume. I just…” He inhaled a deep breath through his nose and let it out like he was gearing up to say something monumental. “Do you believe in second chances?”

      His question took me by surprise.

      I wanted to believe in second chances, and in theory, I did. But I wasn’t sure it was that easy. “Is that what you’re looking for? A second chance?”

      “It’s what I need, so yeah, that’s what I’m looking for. Give me a shot. You have nothing to lose. I’ll do a trial shift, and you can decide whether I’m an asset to your team.” His confident tone implied that he knew he would be an asset to any team.

      But before I agreed to anything, I had more questions. “How did you end up in the Nguyens’ kitchen?”

      “David and I used to work together in LA,” he said smoothly.

      So, he wasn’t just a random stranger who had barged into their kitchen uninvited. I tried to remember if David had ever told me where he’d worked in the past but couldn’t recall. We were acquaintances, not friends, so we’d never shared much personal information.

      “Just give me a chance to prove myself.” He held out his hands in a gesture of peace. “That’s all I’m asking.”

      My instincts were telling me that this was a bad idea. Working in close quarters with this man would mess with my head. He was giving off so many pheromones it triggered a chemical reaction, and my entire body tingled with awareness.

      But I needed help, and I needed someone good. A resume wouldn’t tell me that. The only way to find out if he was any good was to work with him. So I pulled out my phone and typed in his name. “What’s your last name?”

      “Harper.”

      August Harper. I tried to jog my memory, but it didn’t ring a bell. I typed the rest of his name into my phone and handed it to him. “Type in your number.”

      He did as I asked, and I made sure our fingers didn’t brush when he handed my phone back. After locking the screen, I tucked it into my pocket. “I have to think about it. But I’ll call you.”

      Thinking we were done, I opened the door to go back inside, but he called my name. I looked over my shoulder, brows raised.

      “Sicilian pistachios.”

      Sicilian pistachios?

      Oh my God. It was him? How was that even possible?

      Before I could respond, he strode away and left me slack-jawed. So that was how I knew him. The memory came rushing back in vivid technicolor. How could I not have remembered that face? Those sea-green eyes? Those lips?

      “Wait. August. How did you remember that?” I called after him.

      I couldn’t see him and didn’t even know if he’d heard me, but I waited for his answer just the same. Finally, moments later, he responded.

      “You’re not so easy to forget.”

      Neither are you, August Harper. Neither are you.
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      August

      I rested my forearms on my knees and watched the surfers. I’d gotten to the pier early when the sun was just starting to rise, and the beach was still empty. Now the sun was inching higher in the sky behind me, and a handful of surfers were in the lineup.

      Three weeks had come and gone without a word from Sasha, and with each day that passed, the angrier I got. Was it her idea to keep Sage away from me? Or was her husband calling the shots?

      The thought of another man stepping into my shoes had my hands curling into fists and my stomach twisting into knots. If not for Sage, I wouldn’t have heeded Sasha’s wishes to stay away from her house. But if I had any chance of fixing what I’d broken, I needed to do this right.

      Unfortunately, that meant I had to rely on my ex’s good graces.

      After I checked my phone for the millionth time and confirmed that there were no missed calls or messages, I lay down on the sand and tucked my hands under my head.

      While I watched the sun trying to burn through the clouds, I weighed my options. I was staying at a hostel for backpackers and surfers about three miles from the pier. It was the cheapest option I could find, nothing fancy, and offered zero privacy. I slept in a bunk room with three others. But it was close to the beach, and most people passing through were chilled-out surfers looking for their next wave. So, it could be a lot worse.

      But if I didn’t get a job soon, I wouldn’t even be able to afford the hostel.

      My eyes drifted shut, and I listened to the waves lapping against the shore and the seagulls squawking.

      I’d missed this. Feeling the sun on my face and breathing fresh air. I’d missed so many things. Cold beer. Fresh seafood. The ocean. Sex.

      Jesus, I’d missed sex. The scent of a woman, the feel of her skin, the little noises she made when I was buried deep inside her.

      My thoughts drifted to Nicola. What were the chances I would run into her again after all these years?

      We’d met a long time ago, and it hadn't been anything monumental in the greater scheme of things. But the day we met, I’d thought about her all the way home, and she’d pop into my head for weeks, even months, afterward.

      I hadn’t even known her name. She’d just been the pretty girl with big brown eyes and lush lips in a short denim skirt and faded red hoodie.

      She’d tasted like freshly squeezed lemonade laced with honey. A little bit tart, a little bit sweet. And all I’d wanted was another taste.

      A few weeks later, I went back to find her but ran into her father instead. “I know guys like you. You’ve got trouble written all over you. Stay the hell away from my daughter. She’s a good girl, and I don’t want her hanging around with the likes of you.”

      I’d flipped him off, but he hadn’t been wrong. I was trouble. And at eighteen, I’d already heard those words a million times. From teachers. From social workers. From foster parents who kicked me to the curb because I was too much trouble.

      “Hey, Kai,” a kid yelled from somewhere behind me, cutting into my thoughts.

      “Yeah?”

      “Bet I can catch air on the first wave I ride.”

      “Yeah, sure you can,” the boy scoffed. “Last time you tried that, you ate a mouthful of sand. Why don’t you learn how to stay on the board before you try any fancy stuff?”

      “I’m just as good as you, and I’ll prove it.”

      I chuckled under my breath and made a wild guess that they were competitive siblings.

      “Why did I have to come to this break, Dad? It’s for groms. The waves are better down at—”

      “Dad, he’s doing it again. Keeps acting like he’s so much better than me.”

      “Kai, your brother’s four years younger than you. Cut him some slack. We’re not here to compete. We’re here because we love to surf. Surfing is fun, remember?” the man prompted.

      “Yeah, I remember,” the kid muttered, his voice closer now. “But tell Bodhi to stop being so annoying. I have to train for my next competition, and whenever he surfs with me, he’s always cutting right into my line and trying to show off.”

      “That’s not going to happen today. Travis is going to work with you.” Travis. I jackknifed off the sand and swiveled my head as the group crossed the beach. “You good, Sage?” the man asked.

      My heart jumped into my throat when my gaze homed in on the three boys. One of them was taller and clearly older. Sadly, I wasn’t sure which of the younger two was mine, and that fucking killed me. How could I not know my own son?

      “Yeah, it’s all good,” the blonder of the two boys responded as they passed right by the spot where I was sitting. His hair was longish and wavy, bleached lighter by the sun, and like the others, he was wearing a wetsuit and carrying a surfboard. “Can’t wait to get out there.”

      The man with the blond buzz cut ruffled Sage’s hair. “That’s my boy.”

      My body went rigid, and my hands curled into fists. Sage was not ‘his boy.’ He was mine.

      Before I could stop myself, I was on my feet and striding after them, my heart ricocheting off the walls of my chest as I took in the changes.

      Sage looked small for seven and a half, but he was alive and healthy, and the skin that wasn’t covered by a wetsuit was tan. I nearly wept at the sight of him. The last time I saw my son, he was only two and a half, lying in a hospital bed hooked up to tubes. So small and pale. But so fucking resilient.

      My boy had been a fighter from the day he was born, just like his old man.

      I caught up to him at the water’s edge while he was leaning down to put on his ankle strap. Emotion clogged my throat, and my voice sounded strained when I finally managed to choke out his name. “Sage.”

      He lifted his head, and sky-blue eyes considered me. He had my nose. My mouth. His mother’s hair and eye color. He scratched his head and bit the corner of his mouth like this was a pop quiz, and he was worried about getting the answers wrong. “I… uh, sorry, do I know you?”

      Shit. Fuck. My son had no idea who I was. There wasn’t even a hint of recognition on his face.

      Why had I approached him like that? Not cool. I didn’t want to scare him, so I wracked my brain for the right words. I’m your dad. I was there the day you were born. The day you took your first steps. And the day you said your first word. Dada. “I—”

      “Hey, Sage,” the man, who I guessed was Travis, cut in. I’d never met him, but thanks to my Google search, I knew what he looked like. A forty-something version of Val Kilmer in Top Gun. Asshole. “Paddle out with Shane and the boys.” He put his hand on my son’s shoulder and gave him a little nudge toward the water.

      Sage looked from me to Travis, nodded, and then ran into the water with the others. The frustration and the helplessness of all I’d lost hit me like a freight train and knocked all the air from my lungs.

      I wanted to call him back. Ask him a million questions. Tell him exactly who I was and let him know that not a day had gone by when I didn’t think about him. Worry about him. Hope and pray that he was strong and healthy and that everything I’d done in the name of love had not been in vain.

      But instead, I watched him paddle out, my eyes never straying from his small form while he battled the waves to get past the breakers. The other man, Shane, kept his eye on the kids, but I kept a close watch just in case.

      Travis came to stand next to me. “You must be August Harper.”

      I spared him a brief glance and met his ice-blue eyes before I focused on the water again. “And you must be the asshole who stole my life.”

      “I never stole anything from you. Sounds to me like you threw it all away.”

      My jaw clenched, but I remained silent, arms crossed over my chest, a sentry guarding over my son. With any luck, Travis would take the hint and leave me in peace.

      “He’s a great kid,” Travis said, obviously mistaking my silence as an invitation to converse.

      It killed me that he was in a position to comment on my son’s attributes. But, judging by Sage’s reaction, he trusted Travis and didn’t have a fucking clue who I was.

      She couldn’t have even shown him some fucking photos to keep my memory alive?

      What pissed me off, even more, was that I wasn’t sure if I had a right to be angry. My whole life had been derailed by my shitty choices, and I couldn’t reclaim those years I’d lost. I couldn’t regain the time, trust, or faith that I’d squandered.

      All I could do was stand on this beach and watch my son in the ocean, belly-down on his board, facing the horizon. He was talking to the boy next to him, his encounter with me already forgotten. They were laughing, oblivious to the turmoil I was going through.

      That was the beauty of kids, though. They lived in the moment.

      While I’d been gone, my son had learned how to swim and surf and do countless other things that I hadn’t been there to teach him.

      Regret left a bitter taste on my tongue.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Travis said when I made no move to abandon my post.

      How many times had I heard that already? I turned to face him and narrowed my eyes. “He’s my son,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Something flickered behind Travis’ eyes, and I thought it looked a hell of a lot like guilt. “I know that. But he doesn’t.”

      Which confirmed my suspicion. Sage didn’t have a clue who I was. “What have you told him?” I couldn’t believe I was asking him for information. But here we were. A desperate man begging for crumbs from the man who had replaced him.

      How low could I sink?

      “I didn’t tell him anything,” he said coolly.

      Cagey bastard. Swallowing my pride, I probed for answers. “What did Sasha tell him about me?”

      “He thinks…” His eyes darted to the water as the older boy caught a wave. “Damn. He’s only eleven, and he already surfs like a champion.” Travis shook his head, and I heard the pride in his voice as if he was solely responsible for this kid’s surfing skills.

      The kid was good. Really fucking good. But I wasn’t here to watch another boy surfing.

      “What does Sage think?” I prompted, my patience stretched so thin I felt like I might snap.

      Travis sighed and ran his hand over his hair. “He thinks you took a job in another state and never came back.”

      Fuck. Sage thought I’d abandoned him?

      That was almost worse than thinking I was dead. At least with death, you didn’t get a choice.

      “Well, now I’m back and intend to be a big part of his life.” Bold words considering I hadn’t even gotten my foot in the door. But now that I saw him, it would take an entire army to keep me away.

      Travis eyed me, considering my words before responding. “It’s Sasha’s call. She needs to see that you’re not here to fuck up their lives. So why don’t you prove it to her?” I heard the challenge in his tone. “And then maybe you’ll have a shot at getting that second chance.”

      This had to be an all-time low, getting advice I didn’t ask for from the man who had married my ex and treated my son like his own.

      “But a word of advice.” His eyes narrowed. “Don’t get anywhere near him or my house again until Sasha says it’s okay.”

      So much for not being the enemy. He’d drawn lines in the sand and made it clear which side I stood on. The outside looking in.

      I slammed my teeth together and bit back my retort–fuck you–as he jogged into the water and left me standing at the edge, watching my whole world go up in flames and burn to ash.

      Not only did he think he knew my son better, but he also thought it was his place to protect Sage. From me.

      But as much as I hated to admit it, he’d made a good point.

      I had to prove myself worthy of being in Sage’s life.

      So I walked away before being accused of stalking. Not because I gave a shit about Travis’ veiled threats but because I didn’t want to cause a scene that would upset my son.

      I grabbed my Vans from where I’d left them in the sand, and when I reached the running path at the top of the beach, I turned for a final look just as Sage caught a wave.

      The day he was born should have been the happiest day of my life. But I had the weight of the world on my shoulders, a mountain of debt, and a newborn with a congenital heart defect. When Sage was born, only half of his heart had developed, and the other half had complications. The two main arteries going into his heart were going in the wrong direction.

      At only five days old, Sage had his first open heart surgery. Over the next two and half years, he had two more. It was more than anyone should have to go through in a lifetime. But to go through all that before the age of three had robbed him of a carefree childhood.

      So, to see my boy on the water, riding that wave, made my fucking heart expand in my chest.

      That’s my boy.

      With one last look, I left the beach and sought a place where I might catch another glimpse of him when he left the beach.

      I grabbed a coffee from a little shop along the promenade and snagged a table outside, my mind replaying the conversation with Travis and that all-too-brief moment when I was face-to-face with my son again.

      I’d spent a lifetime blocking out bad memories and shitty reminders of the past, and as I’d learned, that kind of pain had to be contained. So I allowed myself a few minutes to relive the moment when he had no recognition of who I was, and then I slammed the door shut on it.

      I would find a way to get Sage back into my life if I had to raise an entire army to do it.

      In the meantime, I needed to find a job. But so far, every door that would have been open in the past had been slammed in my face.

      I fished out the folded-up piece of paper I’d stuffed in my pocket and a pencil and stared at The Surf Lodge, a 1950s retro hotel across the street.

      I envisioned the restaurant—upscale with a chilled-out vibe. Cool. Modern. Sexy. Deep, dark blue with copper accents. Velvet banquettes. Potted palms. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a terrace and the ocean.

      Pushing up the sleeves of my hoodie, I smoothed my hand over the parchment and studied the menu I’d gotten from Ari last night.

      Parts of it worked. Others, not so much.

      Fresh fish and shellfish should be the star of the show.

      I got to work, slashing off items and making notes. Not sure how much Nicola would appreciate this, considering that she hadn’t even offered me a job or asked for my help. But I felt compelled to do it anyway.

      I suspected she was a good chef, but she was playing it too safe, and her menu was too broad. When you tried to please every customer, the result was too many mediocre dishes that had to go.

      To really shine, she needed to narrow her focus. Create a more streamlined, innovative menu. And take bigger risks with her cooking.

      I put a big slash through the filet mignon. The most overrated cut of beef. No marbling. No fat. No flavor. Not a fan.

      Wild mushroom risotto with shaved truffles. Boring. Fresh prawns and clams. Fish stock. Lemon jam (lemon, sugar, vanilla). Pistachio oil (blitz ‘Sicilian’ pistachios, pecorino, olive oil).

      Tuna tataki. Tuna tartare. Mini sesame tacos. Wasabi ponzu.

      When the front and back of the menu were covered in my notes, I threw down the pencil and picked up my coffee.

      My gaze drifted across the street to a white wooden storefront. Scarlett St. Clair Designs was painted in turquoise above the window displaying painted surfboards and hoodies with a canvas backdrop that looked like a tropical rainforest.

      I leaned back and watched the door close behind a willowy brunette. From the back, the woman had looked a hell of a lot like Nicola.

      Not much of a coincidence. I was sitting across the street from her restaurant.

      Funny how sixteen years later, I could still hear her father’s words warning me to stay away from his daughter. If he saw me now, he’d probably feel the same.

      One thing I’d learned in my thirty-four years was that people don’t change that much. I was still trouble. And Nicola was still off-limits.

      I tossed the menu in a trash can as I walked away.

      I’d find another job and leave her alone.

      Last night when she asked what I’d been doing for the past five years, I hadn’t been completely honest. But what was I supposed to say?

      I used to be a Michelin-starred chef, but now I’m an ex-con?

      Yeah, not sure that would fly.

      My phone rang as I climbed into my truck. I swiped my thumb across the screen and answered.

      “August? Hey man, heard you were back. It’s Rio.”
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      Nicola

      As soon as I walked in the front door, Scarlett grabbed my arm and dragged me through the shop to her design studio.

      When I’d texted her earlier, she insisted I stop by before work to discuss ‘the August Harper situation.’ It felt like high school all over again.

      She practically pushed me onto the palm-printed sofa and held up her finger. “Just give me one sec. I want to hear every detail, but I know you operate better on caffeine, so I’ve got you covered.”

      If only caffeine was the answer to all my prayers. I reclined on the sofa and stared at the ceiling fan hanging from the vaulted ceiling.

      “I can’t believe Pistachio Guy is here,” she called from the other room. I heard mugs clinking and water pouring from the tap. “In Costa del Rey.”

      You’re not so easy to forget. “Neither can I.”

      “It’s fate. Or that synchronicity you were always talking about. I mean, think about it. What are the chances you’d run into him after all these years?”

      Slim to none.

      I had no idea why she was yelling to me from the other room, but I was too lazy to leave the sofa. Last night I was up all night, tossing and turning, and I barely slept. “It feels like a million years ago,” I said, hypnotized by the fan blades as they spun around and around.

      I’d met August Harper at a Farmers Market in LA, of all places. My parents owned Benedetti Salumeria, a local market that imported food from Italy. My mother thought the Farmers Market would be good exposure, so I went to help my father that Saturday.

      I was only sixteen, and August must have been eighteen, but he’d seemed older and a lot more experienced than me.

      Even all these years later, the memory was so vivid it was imprinted on my brain. I even remembered what he wore that day. A black leather jacket, the leather cracked and worn, biker boots, and faded denim with rips in the knees. He was carrying a motorcycle helmet and wore an old concert tee under his jacket. The writing was so faded I couldn’t even tell which band it was.

      I remembered how the strands of his longish brown hair kept falling into his face. Wavy and unruly, unstructured but perfectly tousled. Instead of using his hand to push the stray locks away though, he’d jerk his head, and his hair would fall into place as if by magic.

      I remembered how the mellow October sunshine made his green eyes appear almost translucent.

      My father had taken one look at him and declared that he was trouble. “Stay away from boys like that,” he’d warned as the guy in leather swaggered over to our table.

      He’d looked likelier to be in the middle of a street fight or making out with a girl in a dark alley than hanging out at a Farmers Market.

      But somehow, he and my father ended up arguing about the right way to make ragu. My father was a massive foodie who believed there was only one right way. His way. So it enraged him that an ‘upstart’ would dare to contradict him.

      When my father had gone to wait on a paying customer, the guy in leather turned his attention to me. “So, what’s your view on Sicilian pistachios?”

      “They’re far superior to any other pistachio,” I’d said, mimicking my father’s voice.

      The guy had laughed and raked his gaze over me like cool guys did when trying to decide if a girl was worth their time. “You’re cute.”

      I’d squared my shoulders and drew myself up to my full height of five feet ten inches. I’d had a growth spurt that summer. “Nobody’s ever called me cute.”

      He gave me a cocky grin. “I just did.” He jerked his chin at the pistachio display I’d just finished setting up. “How about you give me some of those pistachios?”

      He didn’t look like he had the money to pay for them, and I’d never hear the end of it if I gave something away for free. “Give me one good reason why I should,” I challenged.

      “Because I fucking love pistachios. In fact, I’m craving them. It’s the only thing I want to eat right now.”

      The way he’d said it so suggestively made it sound like he was talking about something else. “Pistachios,” I clarified.

      “Mmhmm. And when I’ve eaten my fill, I’ll make a creamy sauce. Ricotta. Sicilian pistachios. Freshly grated parmesan. Then I’ll toss it together with homemade farfalle.”

      I’d leaned in closer, thoroughly seduced but trying to play it cool. Finally, there was a guy who knew the way to my heart. Nothing excites me more than a hot guy who can cook. So I was already putty in his hands.

      He looked like a bad boy and had the distinct scent of a bad boy—leather and cigarettes. “Farfalle. Fancy. But it would taste so much better with scialatielli.” I’d pronounced the word exactly as my father had taught me, like a proper Italian.

      He’d licked his full lips, his eyes at half-mast, and groaned as if I’d just suggested that we duck into an alley so I could suck his dick. “Don’t tease me with your food porn.”

      “Hai degli occhi molto belli.” You have beautiful eyes. I was braver in Italian.

      He bit the corner of his mouth, and I was a goner.

      I handed him a one-pound bag of pistachios when my father wasn’t looking. My gift to a hot boy in leather with the greenest eyes I’d ever seen. “Use them wisely. They’re worth their weight in gold.”

      “And how about you? Are you worth your weight in gold?”

      “I’m worth so much more.”

      “I’ll bet you are.” He’d leaned across the pistachio display, knocking them over, grabbed the back of my neck, and pulled me closer. Then, before I’d even had a chance to process what was happening, he kissed me.

      The kind of kiss that made my legs wobbly and my stomach flip. It left me breathless and dazed.

      “Save it for someone who’s worth it.”

      With those words, he strode away, leaving only the taste of him lingering on my lips. My rebellious heart had deflated. I couldn’t understand why I would feel so bereft, but I did.

      Guys like him, who had trouble written all over them, took your gift of free pistachios, stole your first kiss, and then walked away without a backward glance.

      Cinnamon. He’d tasted like cinnamon gum.

      And I never saw him again.

      Until sixteen years later when he sat beside me in a little Vietnamese restaurant fifty miles south of LA.

      “Earth to Nic.” I blinked up at Scarlett. She wore wide-legged jeans hand painted with flowers and a cropped sweatshirt smeared with paint. There were streaks of blue paint in her blonde hair.

      I sat up, and she thrust a mug of coffee into my hands. “I have to paint these surfboards for Everly and Isla’s birthday. But I want to hear everything.”

      Their birthday wasn’t until next month. “I can’t believe they're turning seven already.”

      “I know. It feels like only yesterday that they were babies.” She laughed. “Dylan freaked out last week. There’s this boy at school that Isla is always talking about. I think they have a little crush on each other. And honestly, I don’t blame her. He’s adorable. So, anyway, over dinner one night, she said, ‘How old do I have to be to have sex? Like, twelve or something?’ Dylan almost choked on his pasta.”

      I laughed, imagining the scene at the St. Clair dinner table. “Isla’s my soul sister. What did Dylan say?”

      “Thirty-five.” She burst out laughing. “And he agonized over it all night. He’s still not over it that his precious daughter even knew about sex. He wanted to hunt down this ‘little punk’ who was putting thoughts into his baby girl’s head and give him a talking to. Can you imagine? The poor kid would be traumatized. I told him he was overreacting and just needed to calm down. And when we got to the bottom of it with Isla, it turns out that she thinks sex is just kissing.”

      “Poor Dylan. He’s going to have his hands full in a few years.” Everly and Isla were already gorgeous. I could only imagine what they’d look like in their teens.

      “Okay, tell me everything. Don’t leave anything out. I want to hear every single detail.”

      I sat cross-legged on the sofa, drinking my coffee, and told Scarlett the whole story while she painted hibiscus flowers on a surfboard. I told her how we sat next to each other at the pho restaurant, and then last night, August tracked me down at my restaurant.

      “I still can’t believe this,” she said, shaking her head. “Pistachio Guy was the gold standard for all your high school kisses. You compared every guy to him. If he only knew that he was the star of all your teenage fantasies.”

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me. What an idiot. I spent five minutes with the guy, and I was completely infatuated. You should have punched me to knock some sense into my teenage brain.”

      “Um, hello? Like I was any better. You’re talking to the girl who was obsessed with her sister’s boyfriend.”

      “And now he’s your husband.”

      “Mmm, yeah. God, he’s just… everything.” She had a dreamy little smile on her pretty face. It made me feel so small and petty for resenting my best friend’s perfect life, but lately, I did, and I couldn’t help myself.

      “Sometimes dreams come true.” A wave of sadness washed over me. Once upon a time, my dreams had come true, too. When I met Cruz, I was only twenty-one, but I knew he was the one for me. It had all been so simple. So easy.

      We fell in love. Got married. And we were happy.

      It wasn’t perfect. We had our share of arguments, disappointments, and heartache through the years. But that was all part of being in a relationship. We always worked it out, and there was never a point in our marriage when we contemplated life without each other.

      When times were tough, Cruz was always there to pick me up, support me, and encourage me. And just… to love me.

      Nobody could have loved me better. Nobody ever had. Cruz was my soft place to fall. My port in the storm. And it was all taken away from me in the blink of an eye.

      Now I couldn’t remember how it felt to be held in his arms.

      I couldn’t remember the sound of his voice or his laughter.

      I couldn’t remember his kisses or his scent.

      What I wouldn’t give for just one more day, one more hour, one more moment with him.

      I let out a shuddering breath. “I miss him so fucking much, Scar. I just… I want him back. I want my life back.” Tears stung my eyes, and I felt hollowed out inside, like a dried-out husk of my former self.

      “Oh, Nic.” Her voice was so soft that a lump formed in my throat, and I was on the verge of tears. She pulled me off the sofa and hugged me tightly.

      Scarlett was small and petite, a good six inches shorter than me, but her heart was big, and her hugs were world-class. “I know, babe. I know you do. I miss him too. We all do. But I’m worried about you.” She released me and held me at arm's length, her big blue eyes studying my face. “You’re allowed to laugh and smile. You’re allowed to be happy. He would have wanted you to—”

      I cut her off before she could finish her sentence. “Stop. Please. Just don’t, okay?” If I had to hear, He would have wanted you to be happy, or He would have wanted you to move on one more time, I was going to scream. “I’m still married, remember?”

      “I know. I’m being selfish. I just miss my best friend.”

      “I’m right here.”

      Her sad smile told me she didn’t believe it any more than I did.

      The old Nicola used to grab life with both hands and laugh until it hurt. The old Nicola had a passion for food and wine and life. But lately, just getting out of bed was a struggle, and not even cooking brought me the same joy it used to.

      Food is love, my father always told me. After I shared my bad review with him the other day, he said, “When you cook, you have to put your whole heart and soul into it. If you don’t, the customers will know. Because the food will suffer.”

      And maybe that was the problem. I was too busy playing it safe. Too scared to put my heart on the line again.

      I let out a shuddering breath. “I have to get to work.”

      “Okay. I love you.” Scarlett took my hands in hers and squeezed them. “I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

      “I know. I love you too.”

      She walked me to the front door. “Call the Pistachio Guy. Give him a shot. And who knows… he might be exactly what you need.”

      “Scarlett,” I warned.

      “For the restaurant. I was talking about the restaurant.” Her baby blues widened, the picture of innocence. But she didn’t fool me for a minute.

      A few weeks ago, when I stopped by to visit the twins, her divorced neighbor just happened to be there. I knew she was trying to fix us up and couldn’t believe she’d stoop so low.

      “Hey, Nic.” I looked over at her standing in the doorway, with the sunlight on her face. “You said he lost everything, right?”

      “That’s what he said. I don’t really know his story.”

      “And he doesn't know yours. But what if you could be the person who helps him turn his life around?”

      I shook my head and walked away.

      “Karma, Nic,” she called. “Think of all the good karma that will be coming your way. Everyone deserves a second chance.”
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        * * *

      

      I had a million things to do this morning. A ton of paperwork. Suppliers to call. Deliveries to sort through and put away. I had to re-engineer my menu because some of it wasn’t working.

      But what was I doing? Sitting on the terrace watching the surfers down by the pier. It was too far away to make out their faces, but I was sure one of them was Shane Wilder.

      He was the poster boy for guys who deserved a second chance. Years ago, he’d lost everything and had to rebuild his life. Now he had a thriving business, a beautiful wife, and two great kids. Sometimes dreams come true. And sometimes, if you have the means, you have to help others make their dreams come true.

      That was what Cruz had done for me. He’d invested in my restaurant without any guarantee it would yield a profit. And now I was able to help someone else.

      I pulled out my phone and chewed on my lip. This was a terrible idea. The absolute worst.

      Without giving myself a chance to overthink it, I swiped the screen because I wasn’t always known for making the smartest decisions. Then I held my breath and waited for him to pick up. Part of me hoped he wouldn’t.

      August answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

      He sounded hesitant, and then I remembered that I had his number, but he didn’t have mine. “Hey. It’s Nic. Nicola.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Yeah, it’s all good. So, listen, I was just thinking… would you like to come in for a trial shift? It’s not a guarantee you’ll get the job,” I cautioned. “But we can try it out and see if it’s a good fit.”

      Silence. I checked my phone to see if he was still on the line. “August?”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I’m here. You think this is a good idea?”

      What the hell? “I thought you said… you know what? Just forget it. If you’re not interested, I’ll find someone else.”

      “I’m interested.” He exhaled loudly. “Sorry. I’m just… I was in the middle of something. You caught me by surprise.”

      Oh, my god. Was he in the middle of sex? I heard a door open and shut and then the wail of a siren as if he’d just stepped outside for some privacy. “If you were busy, why did you answer your phone?”

      “I thought you were someone else.”

      My jaw dropped. How freaking rude. “Wow. Okay. You know what? I’m just going to hang up now.”

      “Wait. I can be there by two o’clock.”

      I stared at the sky, wishing I hadn’t even made this call. I knew it was a stupid idea.

      “Nicola. I want the job. I’d love to work for you.”

      He’d just implied that he would have preferred to hear from someone else, and now he was trying to get back in my good graces? “I haven’t offered you a job. It would just be a trial shift.”

      “No guarantees. I know.”

      “And August? If I agree to this, our relationship will be strictly professional.” I had no idea why I’d opened my big mouth, but it was out there now, and I couldn’t take it back.

      He didn’t miss a beat. “Trust me. The very last thing I want or need right now is a relationship. The only thing I want from you is a chance to work in your kitchen. See you at two.”

      He cut the call, and I glared at my blank phone screen. Asshole.

      I was half-tempted to call back and tell him I’d changed my mind. But I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking his words had offended me. It wasn’t even what he said. It was how he’d said it. Like I was the very last person he would even consider.

      It didn’t matter. I was the one with all the power. It was my restaurant, and I’d tell him it wasn’t a good fit after his trial shift.

      There were plenty of good sous chefs out there.

      I didn’t need August ‘Big Dick Energy’ Harper.

      He probably didn’t even have a big dick. It was probably pencil thin. Teeny tiny. No bigger than a monkey nut.

      I snort-laughed. And then I laughed harder, amusing myself with thoughts of his peanut dick. Because I still had the sense of humor of a twelve-year-old boy. And I was slowly losing a grip on my sanity.
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      August

      I cut the call and went back inside.

      “Everything okay?” Rio asked as I slid into the booth across from him.

      “Yeah. But I’ll have to head out soon. The call was about a trial shift.”

      “I can’t believe anyone would make you do a trial shift.” He leaned back in his seat and spread his arm across the back of the red vinyl booth. “Don’t they know who you are?”

      You would think I was the Second Coming. It shocked me that my former employees would put so much faith in me. “If they knew who I was, they wouldn’t offer me a trial shift.”

      “Offer still stands,” Rio said, running his hand over his dark hair before replacing his red ball cap. “If it doesn’t work out, you’ve always got a job here. I know it’s not Michelin-starred….” He looked over at his girlfriend, Frankie picking up an order at the counter. “But it’s good, honest food.”

      It sounded like he was trying to convince himself that this was where he belonged. Rio used to be my sauté chef and was damn good at his job. But Taqueria Morales had been in his family for decades, and family came first.

      “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

      “Here you go.” Frankie set two plates in front of me and slid into the seat next to Rio. “Best tacos and tamales in Chula Vista.”

      Rio snorted. “You’re biased, babe.”

      “I know my food.” She bopped the tip of his nose with her index finger, then gestured to the plate in front of me. “Let August be the judge.”

      “He has to get going.”

      “He’s not going anywhere until he eats,” she said firmly.

      “She thinks she’s the boss,” Rio said with another snort, earning a scowl and an elbow in the ribs from Frankie.

      “Watch those bony elbows, Smalls.”

      “Watch your mouth, hot stuff.”

      I tuned out their flirty banter and took a bite of a carne asada taco. It was so good I ate the rest of it in four bites. “Damn, that’s good.”

      “Right?” Frankie said. She was pretty, with long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, big dark eyes, and a brilliant smile that matched Rio’s.

      Funny how my former employees had found love after they’d left my kitchen. Made sense, though. They didn’t have time for a social life when they worked for me.

      “Try the tamale,” Frankie urged.

      I peeled back one end of the corn husk and took a big bite while Frankie and Rio watched me eating like it was a spectator event. I gave her a thumbs-up to let her know it was delicious. “You were in the middle of a story,” I prompted to divert their attention away from me.

      “Oh, right,” Rio said. “When my father broke his hip, I came back to Chula Vista to run this place. It was just supposed to be temporary. When was that…” He looked at Frankie. “Two and a half years ago?”

      She nodded and took a sip of her Coke. “Two years, seven months, and three days to be exact.”

      He laughed and tapped his finger against her temple. “My math genius. She has a head full of numbers and computer code. So one day, I’m working, and this sweet thing comes in.” He jerked his thumb at Frankie. “And my mom says I need you out front, Rio. It’s an emergency. Come quick.” He and Frankie laughed. “It was my mother’s not-so-subtle way of trying to fix me up with Frankie Vega. Not that I needed much convincing.” He slung an arm around Frankie and pulled her close. “Turns out we went to high school together and grew up in the same neighborhood not so far from here.”

      Frankie nodded. “He was a year ahead of me, and I had the biggest crush on him. But he didn’t even know I was alive.”

      “I knew you were alive,” Rio scoffed. “I was just playing it cool.”

      She shook her head, disputing his words. “He’s lying.”

      “It all worked out the way it should. I wouldn’t have been any good for you back then.”

      “He was a troublemaker. That’s probably why I had a crush on him.” She laughed. “Was he an asshole when he worked for you?”

      When Rio started working for me, he had an attitude and a big ego. One night I kicked him out of my kitchen and told him not to come back until he was prepared to beg for his job on his hands and knees. A few days later, he did just that, and we never had a problem again.

      By the look on Rio’s face, I knew we were both remembering the same incident, and he would prefer I kept it to myself.

      “Nah,” I told Frankie. I heard Rio’s breath of relief. “The biggest asshole in that kitchen was yours truly.”

      “He ain’t lying,” Rio said with a laugh. “But I loved working for you, man. I miss those days.” He looked around the restaurant, a cool little place with distressed wood, exposed brick walls, and chalkboard menus. “This place is nice but a step up from a fast-food joint.”

      “Don’t let your mom hear you say that,” Frankie warned.

      Rio shrugged. “Pays the bills. But I feel like I’m wasting my potential working here. My parents have a set way of doing things, and God forbid anyone tries to deviate from the menu.”

      I heard the frustration in his voice but kept my opinions to myself. I wasn’t exactly the expert on dealing with parents, and it wasn’t my place to mention that he was an adult and could work wherever the fuck he wanted.

      “They love you,” Frankie said. “And that’s the most important thing. You shouldn’t take that for granted.”

      He sighed and dropped the subject. I got the feeling they’d had this discussion before.

      We made small talk, which wasn’t exactly my forte, so they kept the conversation going while I ate the rest of my food. When I was done, I checked the time on my phone. If I wanted to get to Nicola’s on time, I’d have to leave now. “Sorry to eat and run, but I have to go.” I slid out of the booth and reached for my wallet.

      “Your money’s no good here,” Rio said, and I tipped my chin in thanks. “We should do it again sometime. Maybe meet up for a couple of beers. Or come over to our place for a barbecue or something.” He looked at Frankie, who smiled and nodded.

      “Thanks for lunch. Good to see you again. And nice to meet you,” I told Frankie.

      “You too,” Frankie said. “I’ll walk out with you. I’m going to the gym.”

      Rio scanned the restaurant before we walked out the door into the early afternoon sunshine and stopped on the sidewalk.

      “Good luck with the job,” Rio said. “Where’s the restaurant?”

      I took a few steps back as two kids whizzed past on skateboards. “Costa del Rey.”

      Frankie did a double take. “You live in Costa del Rey?”

      “Yeah. Just moved there a few weeks ago.” I pushed my hand through my hair and looked down the street toward my truck, ready to leave. Depending on traffic, it would take an hour or more to get back to Costa del Rey, so I was already pushing it. I hated being late. In my book, arriving any time after one-thirty was considered late. “I need to get go—”

      Frankie cut me off. “What’s the name of the restaurant?” There was an edge to her tone like the answer might mean something to her.

      I hesitated before answering. “Nicola’s at The Surf Lodge.”

      Frankie shook her head and laughed bitterly. “Of course it is,” she muttered. “Send Nicola my love.” She sounded like she meant the opposite, and her next words confirmed it. “On second thought, tell her to go to hell. It’s where she belongs.” Frankie turned on her heel and strode away.

      What the hell?

      I turned to Rio and raised my brows. He sighed and scrubbed his hand over his face. “Sorry about that. It’s a touchy subject. Nicola is married to Frankie’s brother,” he added as if that would explain things.

      Curiosity got the best of me, and I couldn’t help but ask the obvious. “And they don’t get along?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “They used to be close, but they had a falling out about two years ago and haven’t spoken since.” He looked down the street as Frankie disappeared around the corner. “Any mention of Nicola, and she fucking loses it.”

      “Sorry I mentioned it.”

      “Nah, man. You had no way of knowing.”

      “Go check on her.” I clapped my hand on his shoulder. “And thanks again for the tacos.”

      “Anytime.”

      We headed in opposite directions, and my phone rang when I reached my truck. I checked the screen as I slid behind the wheel and put my phone on speaker, setting it on the dash so I could talk to Nash while I drove.

      “Hey bro, how’s Peaches?”

      I chuckled as I backed out of my spot and merged into traffic. “Good from afar but far from good.”

      “As long as she gets the job done. Speaking of jobs, have you got one yet?”

      “Working on it.” I hung a left at the light and followed the signs for the I-5 North. “I’ve got a trial shift. Just heading there now.”

      “You good for money?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” After I’d been released from prison, I was mandated to ninety days in a halfway house in LA. I wasn’t a drug addict, never had been, but I’d been treated like one. While living there, Nash gave me a job on his construction crew. I’d earned decent money, but it wouldn’t last much longer.

      Which was why I really needed this job. I had every intention of telling Nicola the truth. But only after I’d had a chance to prove myself. By then, maybe it wouldn’t matter as much.

      “If you need anything, you know where to find me, brother.”

      “Thanks. Thanks for everything,” I added.

      “You don’t have to fucking thank me. I owe you my life. Not sure that piece of crap truck is a fair exchange.” The pickup—Peaches—was an old Ford, faded orange, with a bench seat. Nash had it since high school, and I couldn’t believe he’d kept it all these years. “Just wish I could have done more five years ago.”

      “Nothing you could’ve done.”

      “It still pisses me the fuck off that Damon did you so dirty. Fucking Judas.”

      We’d had this conversation before. Many times. And I wasn’t sure why he’d brought it up again today. Until I remembered the date.

      Eighteen years ago today, Nash, Damon, and I took a blood oath and swore to always protect and defend each other. We met in a group home when we were fifteen and became brothers, not by blood but in the ways that matter most.

      Until one of my brothers betrayed me.

      Two years ago today, Damon overdosed on heroin. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      What I’d done was wrong. I knew that. But to find out that Damon had ratted me out had cut me to the core. Now he was six feet under, and I’d never get the chance to ask him how the hell he could have looked me in the eye and called me a friend while stabbing me in the back.

      “Water under the bridge,” I said, wishing I actually believed that. I’d probably still be hanging on to this grudge until the day I died.

      “Guess so. You see Sasha yet?”

      Sasha. Another sore subject. “Yeah, I saw her. She won’t let me anywhere near Sage.”

      “The fuck? That ain’t right.”

      “I guess she has her reasons.” Meanwhile, my son thought I’d abandoned him. “I’ll turn things around. It’ll just take some time.” I sounded more confident than I felt, but Nash had his own problems, so he didn’t need to deal with mine. “Catch you later.”

      “Yeah. See you, bro.”

      I ended the call and tossed my phone on the seat, thinking about Damon as I drove. He’d battled with drug addiction for years. When he got evicted from his apartment, Sasha and I took him in, gave him a place to sleep, and fed him. I’d even given him a job as a kitchen porter at my restaurant.

      Meanwhile, he’d been working with the cops as an informant to save his own skin.

      But before all that, Damon was the guy who would literally give you the shirt off his own back.

      He was the guy who sat next to me in the hospital waiting room while they performed open heart surgery on my son. He’d wept with Sasha when the doctor told us the surgery had gone well.

      And then he’d ruined my life.

      Even all these years later, it still hurt that he’d chosen drugs over loyalty. That was what it came down to—he’d sold out his own brother, and then he didn’t even have the decency to apologize for what he’d done or face me man to man.

      But I didn’t want to think about Damon, so I shoved him out of my mind.

      When I turned onto the exit for Costa del Rey, my thoughts wandered to Nicola.

      What could she have done to elicit that kind of reaction from Frankie?

      And how would she react when she learned the truth about me?
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      August

      I arrived early, but the service entrance was unlocked, so I strode down the hallway and followed the classic rock music to the kitchen. Nicola was stirring something in a saucepan and talking to a guy whose back was to me. He was around my height but with leaner muscles.

      When Nicola saw me, she stopped talking, and I got the feeling they’d been talking about me.

      The guy turned to face me and swept his gaze over me like he was trying to assess whether I was worth his time. There was a wariness there too. “You must be August,” he said. “Luca Benedetti, Nic’s brother.”

      I shook the hand he extended. The family resemblance was strong. Luca had the same shade of chestnut brown hair, olive skin, and brown eyes. But he looked younger. Early twenties. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too.” He jerked his chin toward the pan. “Taste this and tell us what you think.”

      The challenge in his voice told me this was a test.

      Nicola opened her mouth, probably to protest, but clamped it shut and handed me a spoon. While I tasted her sauce, she stood back and waited for my verdict. Blood orange. Fennel. Cream. White wine. Shallots. “Needs more fennel.” Her jaw dropped, and I tried to soften the blow. “Otherwise, it’s good.”

      Luca gave Nicola a smug smile. “Told you.”

      “Go away.” She swatted him with a kitchen towel. Then she tasted the sauce and pressed her lips together. “Ugh, you’re right.” She carried the pan to the sink and poured the sauce down the drain, her movements jerky. “Now I have to start over.”

      “It’ll go well with seared scallops,” I offered.

      “That’s the plan.” She turned to face me. It was the first time I’d gotten a good look at her since the day she came into David’s restaurant. Last night, I didn’t get a close-up view until later, when it was too dark to see her.

      Today her hair was pulled back in an elaborate-looking twist that accentuated her high cheekbones and chocolate-brown eyes. Once again, I was struck by how beautiful she was. Classic, timeless beauty. The grown-up version of the teenage girl I’d met.

      We stared at each other and the silence stretched out between us until Nicola averted her gaze, marched over to a station, and picked up her knife. “You can change in the locker room and leave your bag there.” She waved her knife toward the hallway without making eye contact, bent her head over the chopping board, and got to work.

      “I’ll show you to the locker room,” Luca said.

      I followed him down the hall I’d just walked through.

      “Nic hates having her food criticized,” he said with a chuckle. “She takes it personally. She’s a perfectionist, so she’ll keep starting over with that sauce until she gets it exactly right.”

      I wanted to get a feel for the people I would be working with, so I asked, “And how about you? Are you a perfectionist?”

      “In the kitchen, yeah, I am. Runs in the family. We got it from our old man. It’s his way or the highway.” He pushed open a door at the end of the hallway and gestured for me to go ahead. “Nic’s a chip off the old block, although she’d never admit it.”

      I’d never worked with Nicola, but I couldn’t imagine her being a tyrant. Although judging by Frankie’s reaction earlier, there was obviously a lot I didn’t know about Nicola.

      I set my backpack on the bench and changed into my chef’s jacket. It was the only plain white one I owned without my restaurant’s logo on it.

      Luca leaned against the doorframe, watching me. “Nic says you worked for Anton Renaud?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did you graduate from the Culinary Institute?”

      Renaud’s alma mater. I made a wild guess that it was Luca’s too.

      I stowed my backpack in an empty locker after I took out my knife roll and the gift I’d picked up for Nicola on the way over, then turned around. Luca was blocking the doorway with his body, his hands gripping the frame, and short of bulldozing right past him, I was trapped in the locker room.

      “Nope. I’m a high school dropout.” I’d gotten my GED in the county jail, but I didn’t mention that.

      His eyes widened in surprise. “Damn. How did you get Renaud to hire you?”

      Good question. Renaud was a snob, trained in the classically French tradition, but he was a hell of a good chef.

      “I’d gotten it into my head that I needed to work for him and wouldn’t rest until he agreed. So every morning, I waited outside Chez Anton’s service entrance. I did it for months until finally, one day, he let me in his kitchen. He’d just fired one of the line cooks and said I could have the job if I made it through the night without pissing him off or pissing my pants.”

      Renaud was an old-school chef with a bad temper and a penchant for cursing everyone out and belittling them. In my time there, I’d witnessed grown men reduced to tears. Back then, my armor was impenetrable, so he’d never gotten to me.

      We were more alike than I’d ever cared to admit. He used to call me ‘enfant terrible.’ “I made it through the night, and he took me on as an apprentice.”

      Luca whistled. “You must have impressed him.”

      “I wasn’t out to impress him. I was looking for a free education.”

      But nothing in this life came free. I’d paid my dues. Was shouted at and bore the brunt of every perceived imperfection and bad night of service. I’d probably shucked a million oysters and chopped as many onions. I’d been relegated to the dish room and mopped the floors for my ‘insubordination.’ But I’d learned more from him than any culinary school could have taught me.

      “After I’d learned everything I could from him, I left,” I told Luca.

      He’d called me a fool and said I wasn’t ready to oversee my own kitchen. He also claimed that I owed him. Bullshit. I’d worked my ass off for him and owed him nothing.

      We’d exchanged a few heated words before parting on less-than-friendly terms.

      Burning bridges was one of my specialties.

      I gestured to the door Luca was still blocking.

      He lowered his arms and widened his stance, crossing his arms over his chest. Not sure if he was trying to intimidate me, but if so, it wouldn’t work.

      “So, is that your usual MO?” His tone was deceptively casual. “You talk your way into kitchens and try to take over? And after you take what you want, you leave?”

      He was playing the protective brother role and wasn’t sure he could trust me. Fair enough. Couldn’t blame him for that.

      I rubbed my hand over my jaw, debating how to handle this. Finally, I opted for the truth. “I’m not here to take over. Your sister is the head chef. Her kitchen. Her rules. I’m here to work. And to do whatever I can to make her job easier.”

      He relaxed his stance. “Yeah, okay. It’s just that….” He looked down the hall and then back at me. “My sister’s been through a lot. The old Nic was a ballbuster. A straight shooter who never took shit from anyone. She’s always been tough and strong. But now… she’s different. And I just don’t want to see her get screwed over.”

      What had she been through?

      Even though we’d only met briefly, the Nicola I’d met all those years ago was full of sass. Now she seemed more guarded, with a sadness that told me she’d experienced tragedy.

      I looked him in the eye. “I’m not here to screw anyone over. And I can assure you that I only have your sister’s best interests at heart.”

      He stepped away from the door with a nod, accepting me at my word, and we strode down the hall. I felt like I’d passed another test.

      When I returned to the kitchen, Nicola was squeezing the juice from blood oranges to the tune of Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar On Me.” I set a paper bag on the counter in front of her. She lifted her head and looked from the bag to me, her brows raised in question. “What’s this?”

      “Sicilian pistachios. I owed you a pound, so I bought two. They’re worth their weight in gold.” I punctuated my words with a wink because old habits die hard, and I was still an asshole.

      Her cheeks flushed, no doubt remembering the words she’d once said to me. “August…” she started but caught herself and glanced at her brother, who was watching us intently but trying to pretend he wasn’t.

      “Hey, hey, hey, what’s the word?” a guy called as he walked into the kitchen, followed by a few others.

      The kitchen brigade was here.

      A reminder that I was here to work, not flirt with the head chef whose lips I’d kissed a million years ago.

      It didn’t matter how much I wanted another taste. She was married. And that was one line I’d never cross.

      “Give me a prep list,” I told her after she’d made the introductions. “And while I prep, you can tell me what you need from a sous chef.”

      She arched her brows. “Why do I get the feeling you’re going to tell me what I need from a sous chef?”

      I chuckled.

      She was still cute.

      And I was determined to prove my worth. I’d be the best damn sous chef she’d ever had. Not only to land this job but because of what Luca said earlier.

      Whatever she was going through was bad enough that her brother was worried about her.

      We both needed to turn the tides and find something good to hang on to.

      What better place to start than in the kitchen? The only place where I felt like I belonged.

      Cooking had saved me in the past, and I was counting on it to perform another miracle.
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      Nicola

      “Eighty-six the special,” Miguel called.

      “Ding, ding, ding. And we have a winner!” Luca yelled, simulating the noise of a crowd just like he used to do when he was a kid shooting hoops in the driveway.

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t hide the smile.

      It was a small win but knowing that my special had sold out gave me a little confidence boost.

      I passed the news to Ari, who seemed to be hanging around the kitchen more than necessary tonight. Big surprise. She wanted to witness all that big dick energy in action.

      I had to admit that August was impressive, though. It felt like he was everywhere all at once. Helping the chefs run their stations, plating food, tasting sauces, and ensuring the service ran smoothly. Quite a feat considering he’d only stepped foot in this kitchen a few hours ago.

      I finished garnishing two entrées, wiped the rims of the plates with a clean towel, and set them on the pass as August appeared at my side. He was armed with a small jar of sauce and a smile. For a moment, I was so dazzled by his smile—the straight white teeth and full lips and the sexy little lines around his piercing green eyes—that I got tongue-tied.

      It almost came as a shock to stand this close to him and have him in my space. Pistachio Guy. My first kiss. My first crush. And now, all these years later, we were both chefs, and he was in my kitchen, looming larger than life and stealing my breath. I hoped this feeling would fade over time, but right now, his nearness made my stomach flutter.

      Such a foreign feeling, one I hadn’t felt in so long. As if I was a flower withered on the vine and he was the sun. I felt myself unfurling, reaching for the light.

      “Your special was a hit,” he said. “It’s a keeper.”

      I returned his smile. “Guess we got the balance right with the fennel.”

      “Looks that way.” He bit the corner of his mouth, and I felt like I was sixteen again. Why was that so sexy? He dipped a spoon into the jar of sauce and held it in front of my lips. “Taste,” he commanded.

      My lips parted on command, and he held my gaze while I tasted his sauce. Sicilian pistachios. Cream. Sugar. Heaven. I might have moaned. “Why are you feeding me pistachio cream?”

      “It’s for the dark chocolate tart. We’ll serve it on the side in a small glass. Hannah and I thought something was missing.”

      Hannah never mentioned it before, so I could only assume it was August’s idea. “Okay.” My voice sounded breathy.

      “Nic. Nicola. Nicola!” My gaze snapped to Ari. “We have a problem.”

      Oh shit. “What’s wrong?”

      She lowered her voice. “I think you should come with me.” Her eyes darted to the bar, and my gaze followed. It only took a few seconds to identify the problem and to ascertain that I needed to do damage control. “I’ll be right out.”

      Ari nodded and hurried back to the dining room. It was the worst possible time for Belinda to show up, right in the middle of a busy service on a Saturday night. But then again, there was never a good time to see Belinda.

      “August, can you cover the pass?” I hated to ask. This was his first night, only a trial shift, and he wasn’t even an official employee. But if I didn’t go out there, she’d cause trouble like last time.

      “No problem.”

      “Okay.” I hesitated, my eyes darting to the rail of tickets and then back to him.

      “I’ve got this,” he assured me. He put his hand on my shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. “Go do what you need to do.”

      Since I had to deal with Belinda, I had no choice but to leave August in charge. “Thank you.”

      I threw my apron on the shelf under the counter on my way out of the kitchen and hurried into the dining room.

      Plastering on a fake smile for the customers, I strode past their tables to the bar where Belinda was harassing Rob.

      “I ordered vodka!” she shrieked, loudly enough to turn a few heads. Her hand swept across the bar, knocking over a glass of what I suspected was water. It was going to be one of those nights.

      I apologized to Rob while he mopped the spill with a bar towel. Meanwhile, Courtney was waiting for a drink order, her tray balanced on the side of the bar.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”

      Except that it wasn’t.

      “I’ve got this,” I told Ari, who was trying to usher Belinda out the door.

      She released Belinda’s arm and took a step back. “Sorry, Nic.”

      It wasn’t her fault, but I didn’t get to tell her that because I had to deal with Cruz’s mom. She smacked my hand away and spun out of my hold when I tried to grab her arm.

      I moved in closer and lowered my voice, conscious of the attention we’d drawn. “If you don’t calm down and stop making a scene, I’ll call the cops.”

      “Of course you would, you dirty little whore,” she spat.

      God, this woman. How she’d ever given birth to a good man like Cruz was one of life’s many mysteries.

      I escorted her outside with my hand gripping her elbow, half dragging her out the door. I didn’t release her until we were on the sidewalk and not blocking the entrance.

      She shrugged off my hold and cocked her hip, planting a hand on it. Her red lipstick bled into the smoker’s lines around her mouth, and her bleached blonde hair had a good three inches of black roots showing. “Well, well, if it’s not the little gold digger who married my son.”

      I didn’t react. I’d heard it all before.

      She was drunk. I could smell the alcohol on her breath from a few feet away. She lit a cigarette and sucked on it, then blew the smoke into my face.

      “What’d he ever see in you? You had him wrapped around your little finger, didn’t you? He wanted nothing to do with me after he met you.” She took another drag of her cigarette and studied my face. “I bet you were filling his head with lies about me, weren’t you?”

      I took a deep breath and tried to rein in my temper. It wasn’t true. I used to feel sorry for Belinda. It was Cruz’s decision to cut her out of his life. “Let me call you a Lyft.” I slid my phone out of my pocket and opened the app, trying to keep my hand from shaking as I entered the information.

      “I don’t want a damn Lyft. I want my son.” Her face crumpled, and I thought she might cry. I felt a pang of guilt, and my heart hurt for her.

      I went to hug her and try to comfort her, but she shoved me away and stumbled on her heels, losing her balance. My arm shot out, and I caught her by the arm before she hit the ground. Belinda was tiny, only five feet tall, but her heels gave a few extra inches.

      “Get away from me,” she yelled, slapping my hand away as if I’d been mauling her instead of trying to help. I let out a weary sigh wishing she’d just be quiet and leave, but she kept talking. “You went and stole him from me, didn’t you? Is it any wonder Frankie hates you now.” She cackled, knowing that her words had hit their intended target.

      Another crack in my heart.

      When I lost Cruz, I also lost his younger sister, Frankie. It was my fault. I was to blame for what happened. And while I understood and took full responsibility, it didn’t make it any easier to accept.

      I blinked back my tears and gritted my teeth, fighting to keep my voice steady. “A car will be here in a few minutes.” I slid my phone back into my pocket, focusing on the fairy lights twinkling from the potted cypresses flanking the front door. I took a few cleansing breaths and tried to shake off her words.

      “You think you’re so high and mighty, don’t you? I should be able to drink all the top-shelf liquor I want in that place. I should be dining on surf and turf. My son’s the one who pays all the bills. But no, every time I show up, you kick me out. Not that it surprises me.” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “You got what you wanted from my son… all his money is yours now… so you don’t give a damn about me.”

      As if I’d fallen in love with Cruz because of his money. Rich or poor, I would have loved him just the same. But, unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for her. She’d abandoned her kids, leaving Cruz to be more like a parent than a brother to his younger sister. “Maybe if you showed up sober and said something nice once in a while, I’d be more accommodating.”

      She snorted. “Don’t hold your breath. I’ve got nothing nice to say to you.”

      In all the years I’d known her, she’d rarely had a nice word to say to me. She treated me like I was the competition and refused to accept that I was the woman her son loved and would do anything to make him happy.

      “I need some money. I wouldn’t have to keep begging and pleading if you weren't holding all the purse strings.”

      There it was. She was here for money. Or should I say more money. I didn’t know why I kept helping her with her rent and bills when she treated me like this. But in my family, that’s what we did. We took care of our own. So, as much as I wanted to kick her out of my life, I couldn’t. She’d never been the best parent, but she was still Cruz’s mother. In my world, that meant something. “How much do you need?”

      She sniffed. “I’m not even getting enough to live on. I’m barely scraping by. And I got bills to pay.”

      Didn’t we all? “I’ll see what I can do. But I need you to do something for me. I need you to lay off the liquor and start attending the meetings again.”

      “They all judge me just like you do. You think I don’t see the way you look at me? Like you’re better than me.”

      I sighed. There was no use arguing with her when she got like this. “Get sober and go to the meetings, and I’ll send you some money, okay?”

      “There’s always a catch with you, isn’t there? It’s my son’s money.”

      It wasn’t. It was mine. He cut his mother off years ago. And if I were smart, I would have done the same. But other than Frankie, who had cut me out of her life, Belinda was the only family tie I had left to Cruz. I wasn’t ready to sever that final tie.

      Thankfully, the car pulled up to the curb, and I breathed a breath of relief when Belinda got into the back seat without a fight. She slammed the door shut and stared straight ahead, not sparing me a glance as the car drove away.

      I closed my eyes, took a few deep breaths, and pushed away my mixed-up emotions. Then, shoulders squared, head held high, I returned to the kitchen and pretended nothing had happened.

      August gave me a few looks, but when I wasn’t forthcoming about why I had to leave, he didn’t ask. Neither did Luca or Zach or any of the others. They were too in the zone, focused on their own jobs, to notice my inner turmoil.

      Which was what I loved most about working in a busy kitchen. There was no time to dwell or think about your problems.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      Belinda’s visit had taken its toll. Seeing her opened old wounds, and I felt drained by the end of the night. Raw and a little bit vulnerable.

      Not the best way to conduct an interview. But after August’s trial shift, I knew I had to hire him.

      It was already clear to me, and everyone else—Luca had taken me aside and said that if I didn’t hire him, I would be making a mistake—that he was a good sous chef. A great one, even. And I’d be hard-pressed to find someone half as good as him.

      So while the kitchen crew broke down the equipment and did a deep clean, I asked him to come to my office.

      It was small and cramped and looked like a cyclone had torn through it. A wall of shelves heaved under the weight of binders and cookbooks. Stacks of papers sat on top of the filing cabinet, waiting to be filed, and invoices and to-do lists were strewn across my desk.

      Frankie used to come a few hours a week to organize my office and help with the admin. She also used to do all my accounting. But now she wouldn’t even speak to me.

      I sank into my swivel chair, and August sat on the leather armchair across from my desk. “Sorry about the mess.” As if it was usually neat as a pin, but tonight was an anomaly. I shuffled the papers on my desk into a neat pile.

      He waved it away. “Are you okay?” he asked, sounding as if he really cared.

      I forced a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He didn’t look convinced but kept his opinion to himself, which was just as well. “Thanks for covering the pass.”

      “No problem,” he said, pushing his hand through his hair. I tried not to notice how his arm muscles flexed when he made that little move. “Glad I could help.”

      I rolled a pen between my fingers. “The team seemed to like you, and you worked well with everyone.”

      He leaned back and crossed his ankle over his thigh. Relaxed. Confident. Unruffled. “You have a good team.”

      “I do. Most of them have been working for me for years. It took me a while to find people I could trust, but now I feel like I have a team I can count on.” Even last night’s disagreement between Zach and Luca was just a blip, and thankfully it was all but forgotten now. “You probably figured out by now that I’m going to offer you the job.”

      No sense in beating around the bush. I was hoping it would be a quick, smooth process and he would accept my offer. All I wanted was to go home, dive under the covers, and sleep for a year or two.

      “I was hoping that would be the case,” he said. “But I made no assumptions.”

      He seemed different. Not as cocky as he’d been at eighteen. But then again, it wasn’t like I’d really known him. And we weren’t teenagers anymore.

      “I’m not going to bother checking your references.” After the words were out, it dawned on me that this was probably not the best way to conduct business. I searched his face to see if he was surprised or relieved or didn’t care one way or the other. My money was on the latter. His expression remained neutral.

      But really, the trial shift had been his interview. I’d gotten to see how he worked and interacted with my team, and in just one night, he’d already started to earn their respect. So I was taking a chance on him, hoping that tonight’s performance was an accurate gauge of his skills and talent as a chef.

      “I never felt like they were a true indicator of how well a person would perform under pressure. Or if they’d be a good fit,” I continued, attempting to justify my decision. “I think you have to work with someone to learn their character, and it becomes clear over time.”

      A man of few words, he nodded in agreement.

      “Unless you think there’s something I should know?” Again, not the best way to conduct an interview.

      He pressed his lips together and shook his head as if he couldn’t find any possible reason I shouldn’t hire him.

      “Okay, great.” We discussed salary and benefits. I could only afford to pay him what I’d been paying Aimee. I wasn’t sure what he’d been earning in LA, but he accepted my offer without quibbling over the numbers.

      “I only have three rules.” I felt almost silly mentioning them. August wasn’t a high school kid or fresh out of culinary school. He was older and more experienced than my other employees and would have more seniority. But I told him the same thing I’d told them. “No drugs. No stealing. And no lying.”

      August cleared his throat. “Not a problem.”

      “Okay, good. I just…” I let out a breath and once again felt the need to explain myself. “We’ll be working together closely, and I need someone I can rely on. I just really need to know that I can trust you.” I heard the vulnerability in my voice and wanted to rescind my words, but I’d meant them, and he needed to know where I stood.

      His piercing green eyes studied my face, and I wondered what he saw there. I almost squirmed under the scrutiny, but I held his gaze for what felt like hours but was probably only a few seconds.

      He took his time answering as if he wanted to give gravitas to his words rather than rushing in to reassure me.

      “I’ll do everything I can to help you achieve your dreams, Nicola.”

      My brow furrowed. I wasn’t sure how we’d gone from trust and reliability to dreams. “My dreams?” I questioned.

      “You want a Michelin star.” His shoulder lifted in a shrug as if the answer was obvious.

      “I never told you that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      Earlier, while doing prep work, we’d talked about what I needed in a sous chef and the changes I wanted to make for the restaurant. At the time, it had seemed premature, considering that I hadn’t offered him a job yet. But he’d put two and two together and came up with five.

      “It used to be my dream,” I admitted, twiddling the pen between my fingers to keep my hands occupied. “I had a list of goals I wanted to accomplish, but life got in the way. So I pretty much gave up on it.” After I lost Cruz, I felt guilty for ever having cared about something so frivolous, so I shoved my dreams into a box and sealed it.

      “Keep it on your list,” August said, exuding enough confidence to make me believe anything he said. “I’ll do everything I can to help you get it.”

      He made it sound like my plans for the restaurant and my dreams mattered to him.

      “Like I said, I don’t care about it anymore.” Even I could hear the lie in my voice, and I almost resented him for resurrecting an old dream and making it seem possible.

      He dropped the subject and moved on, leaning forward in his seat to get his point across.  “Back to what you said earlier. I’m always the first one in and the last one out. I work hard. I don’t do drugs. I’m dependable and reliable, and I’ll never leave you hanging.” He reeled off all the reasons why he was the perfect fit for the job, stating them as fact rather than making it sound like he was trying to sell himself. “If I say I’m going to do something, you can be damn sure I’ll do it. And as for trust, it’s not given freely. It has to be earned. But I promise I’ll do everything possible to earn your trust.” He looked me in the eye, his gaze unwavering. “I won’t let you down, Nicola.”

      That was quite a speech. But his voice rang with so much sincerity that I couldn’t help but believe him. Not to mention he’d said all the right things.

      Who wouldn’t want to hear the words, I won’t let you down, Nicola.

      Maybe hiring August was exactly what I needed to help me turn this restaurant around. Not that my restaurant was failing. It was still busy most nights and was turning a profit. But over the past two years, I hadn’t devoted the same care and attention I had in the first two years. If that critic was to be believed, it showed.

      So it was time to up my game and turn this restaurant into something I could be proud of again. It wasn’t enough for my food to be just good. I wanted it to be amazing. I wanted to reclaim the sheer joy and excitement, the buzz I used to get every time I set foot in a kitchen.

      “So, what do you want to work on first?” August asked as if he was ready to tackle it all tonight, and he had all the time in the world to do it.

      “The menu,” I said without hesitation.

      He grinned and rubbed his hands together. “Good. Because I have some ideas.”

      He looked like a kid on Christmas morning, like nothing excited him more than creating a new menu. His enthusiasm was so contagious that I didn’t even feel tired anymore. “I don’t just want to serve food,” I said, warming to the subject.

      “You want to create an experience.”

      “Exactly. One that customers will remember long after they leave the restaurant.”

      “You want to create magic.”

      That’s exactly what I wanted. To create magic. And I had a feeling that August Harper was a magician.

      Suddenly, everything seemed possible again.

      Food is love.

      Food is a celebration.

      Food is life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      I spooned truffle froth over the lobster Bolognese and served it with a flourish. “Ta-da!” 

      August picked up his fork and eyed me before he took a bite. I hated that his opinion mattered, but I swear he had the god’s tongue with an even more discerning palate than mine.

      With just one taste, August could name every ingredient and spice that went into the dish. He could also tell you precisely what was missing or why it didn’t live up to his standards. Which he never hesitated to do.

      He was lucky I didn’t stab him with my fish knife last week when he declared that my seabream tasted like a used condom. A used condom?

      Now, I gave him a smug smile as he nodded.

      “Not bad,” he declared.

      My jaw dropped, and my eyes narrowed. “Not bad?” I grabbed a fork and tasted the linguine myself. Not bad, my ass. “It’s perfect, and you know it.”

      “There’s no such thing as perfection but this….” He shoveled another forkful into his stupid, perfect mouth. “…comes pretty damn close.”

      I grinned, my excitement too great to be contained.

      The whole dynamic had changed in the weeks since August had swaggered into my kitchen.

      I assumed he’d have a hot temper and lose it quickly. But he always remained calm under pressure and never raised his voice. He didn’t have to. When he spoke, everyone listened. Even Luca, who wasn’t great at taking orders from anyone.

      I grabbed the pencil behind my ear and bent over the paper on the stainless-steel counter. “Okay. So that’s going on the menu.” I crossed out the lobster ravioli and replaced it with the lobster Bolognese.

      We’d re-engineered the menu, and this was our last change. We’d created a new sauce for the duck—plum and black sesame, and we got rid of the Dover sole and added my scallops with blood orange sauce and his sea bass with cilantro and chili. His shellfish risotto. My salmon with ginger and sesame.

      Our menu was a true collaboration.

      We devised the idea for the Fruits de Mer and the accompanying sauces together. It would be the crowning glory. But, as I scanned August’s notes, my eyes snagged on the words written in his bold print, all caps: SEX ON THE HALF-SHELL.

      Seriously? Sometimes he was ridiculous. “Sex on the Half-Shell?”

      He shrugged. “Sex sells. And it’s a sexy dish.”

      Don’t think about sex. Do not think about sex.

      I pressed my lips together and put a few slashes through the words with my pencil. Then another one for good measure. “We’re not calling it that.”

      “How about Sexy Fish?” he suggested, undeterred.

      “Stop making everything about sex,” I all but shouted. Ari was right. I was too tightly strung. I took a few calming breaths as August chuckled and came to stand beside me.

      “I was talking about the menu.”

      “Let’s keep the menu PG. I don’t want to scandalize the conservatives of Costa del Rey.”

      “You shouldn’t worry about what anyone else thinks. Your only job is to seduce your customers.” I scowled at him. “With your food,” he added. “Obviously.”

      “Obviously,” I muttered. I should never have shown him that negative review. “Let’s hope this new menu is enough to seduce.”

      We bent our heads over the menu and scanned our notes again, making sure everything was crystal clear for the line cooks. He slid the pencil from behind my ear and added a note about the tuna tataki for Miguel, who was in charge of the fish station.

      Lifting my head, I smiled at him. “It looks good.”

      “Yeah, it does.” His gaze dipped to my mouth. “It looks perfect.” He gave me a slow, easy grin that made my heart stutter and the smile fall from my lips.

      How was I supposed to think straight when he gave me that sexy smile?

      “I thought you said there’s no such thing as perfection.” My voice sounded breathy. Not my own.

      “Some things come close to perfection,” he said, his voice husky as if he was just as affected as I was.

      Our eyes locked and held, and our bodies shifted until we faced each other, just as the first notes of Fleetwood Mac’s “Dreams” piped from the speaker.

      I braced myself with my left hand on the counter to steady myself. August took a step closer. And then another.

      My heart thrashed while Stevie Nicks belted out a bittersweet tune about love and loss and loneliness and sang about players who only loved you when they were playing.

      We were so close that I could see the band of dark blue rimming his sea-green irises.

      A person could drown in those eyes.

      But now, they burned right through me like a forest fire.

      I was surprised I didn’t combust into flames and turn to ash.

      His muscles tensed, and I could feel that, too, because we were that close.

      I stared at his mouth, the full lips, and the scruff on his jaw that was just the right amount, and my breathing grew more shallow.

      How would it feel to kiss him again?

      To slide my tongue inside his mouth and taste him. To feel his big, strong hand wrapped around the back of my head as he pulled me against his hard, muscular body. To run my fingers through his messy, tousled hair and breathe in his scent. Woodsy. Citrus and sandalwood. Pheromones and masculinity.

      Would his kiss still affect me as much as it did when I was a naïve, inexperienced sixteen-year-old?

      Or would I feel absolutely nothing?

      He exhaled sharply as my lips parted, and my eyes dared him: Just go ahead and kiss me. Grab me roughly, and don’t hold back. Hurt me. Use me.

      Just do it, my eyes taunted.

      His hand wrapped around the curve of my hip, and his fingers bit into my skin as he pulled me against him. He cupped my jaw and brushed his thumb over my lips. I sucked in a deep breath.  He was hard. I could feel his erection pressing against my stomach.

      “August,” I whispered, not wanting to break the spell.

      His gaze flitted over my face, and he dipped his head, our mouths so close that I could feel his soft breath ghosting across my lips. This was happening. We were going to kiss, and I would do nothing to stop it.

      A door slammed, and we broke apart.

      His gaze dipped to my left hand, and with a shake of his head, he pushed his hand through his hair and backed away.

      The moment was severed.

      Which was just as well.

      What was I thinking?

      He strode away, and I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. Then I mentally shook myself and wiped down the counter with shaking hands just to look busy when my kitchen staff filed in.

      Moments later, August returned from the walk-in with a slab of beef. He threw it down on the cutting board and started carving it into medallions. Even from across the room, I could see the tension in his shoulders.

      “How are you treating your girlfriend today?” Luca asked him with a smirk.

      “Same as yesterday,” August said, his gaze drifting toward me. “With infinite care.” He caressed the meat as if it was a lover, and I could almost feel his touch on my skin from across the room.

      He played dirty.

      Heat crept up my neck and made my cheeks flame. He wasn’t even talking about me.

      The ‘girlfriend’ in question was dry-aged ribeye, the beef August had insisted we use to replace the filet mignon.

      When he’d talked to Zach about best cooking practices, he’d said, “Treat it like you’d treat a girlfriend. Be good to her, and you’ll reap the rewards.”

      I walked away before the entire kitchen crew noticed my flushed cheeks and slipped into my favorite hiding place.

      Closing the door behind me, I leaned against the walk-in door and pressed my palm against my forehead like I was checking for a fever.

      I stepped away from the door as it opened, and Miguel came inside. He gave me a look like he knew exactly what was going on. Thankfully, he didn’t call me out on it.

      I returned to my work just as if nothing had happened. Because nothing had happened. But it almost had, and I’d done nothing to stop it.

      I tried to justify it in my own head.

      I was only human, and I couldn’t deny that August was a very handsome man.

      But being attracted to him didn’t give me any right to act on it.

      Look, but don’t touch. That was my new mantra.

      I had to keep repeating it whenever his arm brushed mine, or he had to squeeze past me to set plates on the pass or get to the sink.

      Was it so wrong that I missed sex and fantasized about August when I gave myself an orgasm in the shower?

      Definitely wrong.

      So fucking wrong.

      I was going straight to hell.
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        * * *

      

      A few days after the almost kiss, the staff sat down to our family meal just like we did every night before service started. Tonight it was lobster mac and cheese and beef stir fry with pomegranate sauce. August always went around the different stations, gathering the prep scraps and creating something special.

      I was talking to Rob when Ari’s laughter reached my ears. I looked down the table as she leaned in close and said something to August, sitting right next to her. He listened intently, like whatever she said was so fascinating that he didn’t want to miss a single word.

      Her face was animated, and she was gesticulating with her hands while she talked. It was a Benedetti trait. We all used our hands to talk.

      August laughed at her story, which I couldn’t hear. But I could see perfectly fine, so I didn’t miss the moment when Ari put her hand on his arm and smiled at him, batting her lashes like they were at a bar, and he’d just offered to buy her a drink.

      Jealousy reared its ugly head. I tried to focus on whatever Rob was telling me about the cocktail menu.

      “... vodka with shiso and ginger….”

      “Mmhmm. Sounds good,” I murmured, casting an eye on the flirtatious couple at the end of the table. Of course, he was lapping up the attention, giving off all that big dick energy. And why wouldn’t he?

      My cousin was beautiful. Her hair was a darker shade of brown than mine, long and silky, unlike my messy waves, and she had delicate features in a perfect oval face. So it shouldn’t surprise me that August was attracted to her.

      And really, who could blame him? They were two attractive, single people, so it was only natural that they’d gravitate toward each other.

      I had no claim over him, and his extracurricular activities were of no concern to me.

      Why had I opened my door to temptation? Because that’s what August was. A six-foot-two tattooed temptation that sent my hormones into overdrive. And it wasn’t only because he was hot, either. Rob was hot, but I didn’t care if he was fucking the entire wait staff.

      But watching someone so skilled and competent, who had total command in the kitchen, was my kryptonite.

      I don’t care what anyone says.

      Hot chefs are sexier than rock stars.

      I bummed a cigarette from Rob and stood up abruptly.

      “Hey, Nic,” Ari shouted. “Since when do you smoke?”

      That was another family trait. Yelling over everyone to be heard. Subtlety had never been our strong point.

      Luca looked at me from across the table with his brows drawn together. His gaze dipped to the cigarette and lighter in my hand, and he rubbed his fingers together. “Naughty, naughty.”

      Smart-ass. He smoked weed all the time.

      August watched me carefully like I was a bomb about to detonate, but I ignored him.

      After I smoked the cigarette, I returned to the kitchen and avoided eye contact with August for the rest of the night. As if I was scared I’d combust into flames. Or, worse, reveal my innermost secrets and desires just by making eye contact.
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      August

      My sneakers pounded the sandy trail, and I pushed myself to run faster, hoping it would release some pent-up frustration. Move a muscle, change a thought. Lately, too many of my thoughts centered around a certain female chef.

      By the end of each night working with her, I breathed in the scent of her shampoo whenever I inhaled. Orange blossoms. She smelled like orange blossoms. Heady and intoxicating. A natural aphrodisiac.

      Working so closely with her was a mixture of heaven and hell.

      She made me want things I couldn’t have. In the past, that had never stopped me from going after what I wanted. But I was trying to be a better version of myself.

      Last week I’d come so close to kissing her. I’d been tempted to do more than just kiss her if not for the band on her left finger. A constant reminder of why I shouldn’t—couldn’t—go there.

      I ran past the pier and slowed to a walk when I reached The Surf Lodge. It was early, and I still had a few hours before I had to be at work.

      But today, I’d come on a mission.

      I leaned against the wall and watched the yoga instructor leading the class through a series of sun salutations under the palm trees. Her white-blonde hair was in a braid, and she wore yoga pants and a sports tank that showed off her bump, which had grown noticeably more prominent in the six weeks since I’d stood on her doorstep.

      Six fucking weeks.

      I took off my t-shirt and wiped my face with it, then tucked it into my back waistband, my eyes on her as I guzzled electrolytes from a plastic bottle.

      Beach Yoga with Sasha. I found the flier in the lobby of The Surf Lodge yesterday. She taught six classes a week, but I’d always missed her.

      When the class ended, I strode across the sand and stopped next to her. She was rolling up her yoga mat and, by the looks of things, hellbent on ignoring me.

      “Thanks, Sasha,” one of the women said.

      “See you next week,” someone called.

      She smiled and waved goodbye, and when the rest of the class left and we were alone, she slung the carrier bag with her rolled-up mat over her shoulder and walked away. Just as if she hadn’t noticed me standing there.

      I caught up and grabbed her arm to stop her. “Stop playing these fucking games, Sasha. This shit is getting old.”

      She sighed and turned to face me, planting her hands on her hips. “Stop lurking outside our house. Did you really think I wouldn’t recognize that stupid truck?”

      “How the hell else will I get to see him?” Because yeah, I was that sad fucker waiting outside the locked gate, watching her drive my son to school every morning. All I ever caught was a glimpse of his profile and blond hair as the SUV turned onto the street and drove away. But like a chump, I kept going back for more.

      I drew the line at stalking him at school, though. I didn’t want to scare him or have any of the mothers think I was a perv for watching school kids.

      “Why did you lie to Sage?”

      Her eyes darted to the water. “Because I didn’t want him to know the truth.”

      “So you let him think I abandoned him?” I asked incredulously.

      “You did abandon him.” She aimed her glare at me, then lowered her gaze to the tattoos on my chest—an anatomical heart with Sage’s name and lyrics from a Bob Marley song: One love. One heart. One destiny.

      Sasha had the exact words tattooed across her ribs because we’d been one of those couples. The couple that got matching tattoos to declare their love and made vows in a rose garden in the Santa Monica Mountains instead of making it legal with a piece of paper. “You abandoned both of us.”

      I opened my mouth to argue that she was the one who had abandoned me. She’d completely cut me out of her life—not a single phone call or visit in the five years I’d been locked up. But there was no point dwelling on something we couldn’t change or undo, so I jammed a lid on it.

      “I have a job now. So I’ll start paying child support.”

      “We don’t need your money.”

      “And I don’t need to add deadbeat dad to my list of failures,” I ground out. “I’ll send you a check every month.”

      “I’m sure you need the money more than we do, so keep your money.”

      I wasn’t sure if disgust or disappointment put the edge in her tone, but her words hit me like a two-ton boulder and flattened me to the ground. “I don’t give a shit if you need it or not. It’s my job to provide for my son.”

      “This is that stupid male pride of yours talking again, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head and exhaled loudly. Funny how she never had a problem with my ‘male pride’ before. In the past, she relied on me to take care of everything. Guess she had a new man to do that for her now. “Call it whatever the fuck you want. It’s the right thing to do.”

      She huffed out a laugh. “I love how doing the right thing is suddenly a priority for you.”

      I worked my jaw. I’d always tried to do the right thing for her and Sage. Until I’d fucked up. Big time. And now, I’d never live it down. “Let me see him, Sasha.”

      “If I let you see him, how will I explain all this to him?” She tossed her hands into the air.

      That’s what she was worried about? I almost laughed. But the opportunist in me saw it for it was—an invitation to wade in and smooth things over like I always did. “You don’t have to explain anything. I’ll go with your story. I’m here to stay and will do everything I can to prove to Sage that he can count on me. He shouldn’t have to bear the burden for any of that. And neither should you,” I added.

      She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and considered my words. “Sage and I have been through a lot.” When her eyes met mine, I saw the hurt. “We had some really rough years when you were gone.”

      I hung my head and rubbed the back of my neck, guilt gnawing at my insides as I scrambled for the right words to make this better. “I’m sorry. If I could take it all back, if I could go back and do it again, I’d do it all differently. But I can’t do that.” I searched her face, hoping she could hear the sincerity in my words. “All I can do is promise I’ll never abandon him again.”

      Skepticism and disbelief were etched on her face so clearly that I could almost read her mind.

      “Okay, I get it. My promises mean nothing to you now. But you know that all I ever wanted was to love and protect him. To be there for him every step of the way. I’m sorry I failed you. But I can’t undo what’s already been done. Just give me a second chance with Sage,” I pleaded. “I can’t…” I rubbed my chest, once again trying to ease the ache. “It’s killing me not to be able to see him. If you want me to get down on my knees and beg, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything you ask.”

      A growl of frustration escaped her lips. “Ugh. Why do you do this to me? God. I hate it when you look at me like that.”

      She stomped away, and I trailed her like a lost puppy which was probably exactly how I looked.

      She stopped in front of the bike rack, unlocked her bike, and pulled it out of the stand. It was the old-fashioned kind, light blue with a basket in the front, and I couldn’t help but smile. It was such a Sasha bike.

      “This bike is the two-wheeled version of Peaches.”

      She propped it up with the kickstand and patted the seat. “My darling,” she said, her voice gruff, mimicking me.

      We shared a laugh like two lovers with a history, but our humor faded when the harsh reality seeped back in. We were over, and there was no going back. “I never thought we’d end up like this,” I admitted.

      “Neither did I. I thought we’d grow old together. You were my home,” she said softly. Her eyes flooded with tears.

      When we met, I knew she was the one. The woman who would save me from myself. I thought I’d found a forever kind of love. But nothing good lasts forever. “And you were mine,” I said, my voice soft. The only real home I’d ever known was with her. “Come here.”

      She hesitated but took a tentative step and then another as if pulled by an invisible force. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close for a few seconds. Just a few heartbeats. It was bittersweet. A long overdue goodbye, not a hello, I’ve missed you, and it feels good to be home again.

      She didn’t feel right in my arms anymore, nothing like the girl I’d met thirteen years ago. Life had changed us, and we were different people now. She belonged to someone else and was having his child, not mine.

      Sasha was not my home anymore.

      It made my chest ache. A dull, throbbing pain that made my throat close up. Not the same sharp stabbing pain as before when I’d received her final letter. That letter shattered my heart. But this… this felt like closure, I guess.

      She took a step back when I released her and wiped her eyes, trying to compose herself. Her hands lowered to her belly as if she wanted to draw attention to the new life growing inside her. Instead, I looked out at the ocean. One of the few things that hadn’t changed in the years I’d been gone. “I know I fucked up all our dreams. And I’m sorry. For all of it.”

      How many times could I say I’m sorry?

      As many times as it took until she forgave me.

      Or until I found a way to forgive myself.

      “You were always bigger than life. You did everything in such a big way. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when you fucked up in a monumental way.” She mimicked my voice, “Don’t worry, baby, I’ve got everything under control.” Her baby blues met my greens, and I saw the hurt she couldn’t hide. “But you didn’t, did you?”

      Even though the question was rhetorical, I shook my head. “No.”

      “For the first year, all I did was cry.” Her eyes lowered. “I cried for you, and I cried for myself and for Sage. He’d already been through so much, and on top of it all, he lost his father too. And it was so hard to deal with all that.” She lifted her head. Took a deep breath and let it out. “Until one day, I finally woke up and told myself I had to move on. I had to put you out of my heart and forget about you. Because it was the only way I could be the mother Sage needed.”

      I let her words sink in, and for the first time in years, I tried to look at everything from her point of view. She’d been in Boston with Sage when I got arrested and convicted of a felony and sentenced to five years in the county jail.

      We’d never even gotten a chance to say goodbye.

      But even if she’d waited for me, I doubt we could have ever gotten back to the place we’d been. I’d broken her trust and the faith she’d always put in me, and she retaliated by breaking my heart. “So you sent me a goodbye letter and cut me out of your life.”

      She nodded. “And do you know what gave me the strength to do that?”

      I hoped like hell she wouldn’t say Travis.

      “Because it’s what you told me I had to do with my father. You said he never deserved me, and the best thing I could do was to cut him out of my life. You said I’d be lighter and happier without him. You told me I didn’t need him because I had you and that you would never desert me like he did. And I believed you, August. I believed you,” she whispered.

      “I believed you with my whole heart and soul because when I was weak, you were strong. You were always there to pick me up and carry me. And I think that was part of the problem. I relied on you so much. Too much. So when it all fell apart, I was lost without you. But I learned how to be strong. And I learned how to stand on my own two feet. Because you were gone, and I had a little boy who depended on me.”

      I blew out a heavy breath. There wasn’t a whole hell of a lot I could say in my own defense. Her father had abandoned her, and so had I. Ironic, considering I’d been abandoned as a kid and had always vowed to do better.

      I’d spent so long being angry with her for her choices, but I guess you could argue that I broke her first. She’d simply returned the favor. But regardless of who broke who first, she was trying to keep Sage away from me, and I couldn’t continue to let that happen.

      My gaze drifted to the white stucco storefronts with terracotta roofs on the main street that funneled down to the pier. Costa del Rey looked like a Mediterranean village with flower baskets hanging from the lampposts. Unlike Compton, where I’d grown up, it didn’t appear to have any rough edges. It was a nice town, and Sage was surrounded by good people, but there was still room in his life for me.

      “I get what you’re saying about moving on. It’s what we both need to do. But not when it comes to Sage,” I said firmly, standing by my conviction that my son deserved to know that I loved him and that I’d never stopped. “I’m a big part of who he is, and I want to play a role in his life. He deserves to know who I am.”

      She gnawed on her lip and then nodded, finally relenting to my pleas. “I’ll talk to him. But I’m going to leave this up to him. If Sage wants to see you, I’ll call you.”

      What the hell? “You’re going to leave this up to a seven-year-old boy?” I asked incredulously. Was that the kind of decision a little boy was equipped to make? Especially when he was working with the false premise that I’d abandoned him for a job.

      “He deserves to get a vote. Remember how I always said he has an old soul?”

      “I remember.”

      “Sage hasn’t changed.” Her smile was soft. The smile of a proud mother who loved her son beyond measure. “He’s still wise beyond his years.”

      On that note, she rode away on her bike, following the beach path in the opposite direction from where I lived.

      My fate was in my son’s hands, and I prayed like hell that he’d agree to see me. Kids were more forgiving than adults. Or if that failed, maybe his curiosity would prevail. Either way, I wouldn’t rest until he was back in my life again.

      I watched Sasha until she disappeared and stood there long after she was gone. A boulder settled in my stomach, rooting my feet to the ground, but I couldn’t pinpoint the cause.

      Regret. Nostalgia. Guilt.

      A mixture of all three.

      But now I had something I didn’t have before—hope.

      When I turned, I saw Nicola leaning against the wall with the sun on her face and her eyes on me.

      It was time to come clean. I’d already put it off for too long. If I didn’t tell her, she’d eventually find out another way.

      But I couldn’t help but wonder…

      How much had she seen?
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      Nicola

      I was shameless. I really was.

      But I couldn’t take my eyes off them. She was petite and blonde and beautiful. He was big and dark and handsome. I could imagine them together. Her softness and light. His rough edges and darkness.

      A familiarity between them told me August and the blonde weren’t strangers. That, perhaps, they’d once known each other intimately.

      He stood on the beach when she rode away on her bike and watched her go. He was shirtless, his back to me, his shoulders broad. Thick thighs and muscular calves.

      August Harper was beautiful, he really was, but I knew he was damaged. Broken.

      Even from this distance, I saw his shoulders slump and could almost feel the weight of his sorrow.

      “In the end, I lost everything.”

      Was he talking about her? Had he loved her once? I thought he had.

      He turned and caught me watching. It was too late to avert my gaze or pretend I hadn’t seen him, so I held his gaze as he put on his t-shirt and walked toward me.

      “Do you know the yoga instructor?” I asked when he stopped in front of me. Just as if it was any of my business.

      He looked over his shoulder where I’d last seen them together as if he was checking whether she’d returned. Then, his gaze swung back to me. “Yeah, I know her. She’s…” He bit the corner of his mouth as if he was trying to find the right words to describe her.

      “You don’t owe me an explanation,” I said quickly. “I was just being nosy.”

      He pushed his hand through his sweaty hair and leaned against the wall next to me, squinting against the sun. “Sasha and I… we were a couple, and now we’re not, so yeah, I guess that makes her my ex.” He sounded almost surprised by the words as if he’d never called her that before.

      I side-eyed him. He was still staring at something in the distance. Quiet. Contemplative. We weren’t touching, but I could feel him all around me. “Are you still in love with her?” I blurted.

      He turned his head. I stared into the stormy depths of his sea greens and waited. “You’re going right for the jugular.”

      I knew I didn’t have any right to ask. I’d never told August about my situation. But I couldn’t help being curious.

      He sighed, and we stared at the bluffs in the distance. We lived on a fault line, yet people kept building houses on those bluffs. Gambling against the odds, taking the risk that mother nature wouldn’t destroy everything they’d built.

      The sea breeze lapped at my cheeks, and the sun warmed them.

      “It’s complicated,” August said finally, long after I’d given up waiting for an answer. “There’s a part of me that will always love her. We met young. She was only eighteen, and I was twenty-one. I tried to take care of her and protect her, and in return, she showed me how it felt to be loved. She accepted me in all my fucked-up glory. Despite my flaws and weaknesses, she loved my stubborn ass.” He paused to collect his thoughts. “For a long time, what we had was really special. Until circumstances changed and everything fell apart.”

      He'd given me a lot more than I expected. But it almost sounded like he was talking to himself. Trying to work through the heartache and the pain of losing someone who was once his everything. I heard the vulnerability and honesty in his voice, and I wanted to comfort him. To wrap my arms around him and tell him he would find another love. That everything would be okay and time would heal his wounds.

      But that would make me a hypocrite. I didn’t really believe that time could heal everything.

      So, I said the only thing I could think to say. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged. “That’s life. You love, and you lose. Nothing is made to last forever.”

      It made me sad that he believed that, but I suppose it was true. “Some things should last forever. Why is life so unfair?”

      “It is what it is. But we just gotta keep fighting the good fight. It’s either that or take a dirt nap.”

      “Wow. That took a dark turn.”

      He chuckled and pushed off the wall, jerking his chin toward the door. “So what are you cooking up in there, Chef Vega?”

      “It’s top secret.” I pretended to zip my lips like we were in grade school again.

      He moved closer and dipped his head. It took me a few seconds to realize what he was doing. When I figured it out, I shoved him away. He staggered back in a comical display, his hand going to his heart like I’d wounded him. I rolled my eyes. “Were you sniffing me?”

      He grinned, seamlessly progressing from stricken to playful in the blink of an eye. “You smell sweet as sugar. I detect raspberries. And a hint of chocolate.”

      A smile swept over my face. I liked his playful side. “Do you always go around sniffing people?”

      “Nope. Only you. So who are you baking for?”

      “My secret admirers.”

      “Hmm. More than one. Need help?” He rubbed his hands together like the prospect thrilled him.

      “Nope. I’ve got this.” I slid my phone out of my pocket and checked the time. “Oh, crap.” I flew through the door and heard his footsteps following behind. “I didn’t invite you,” I called over my shoulder as I made a mad dash for the oven.

      “I’ll just watch.” He went to the sink and washed his hands like a surgeon about to go into the operating room. That should have been my first clue. August was incapable of just standing back to watch.

      After tapping the center of the cakes with my index finger and concluding they were done, I slid them out of the oven and set them on a rack to cool. “I’m sure you must have better things to do on a Saturday morning.”

      He poured two mugs of coffee from the fresh pot I’d brewed earlier and added cream to mine before he handed it to me.

      It felt intimate, just the two of us alone in the kitchen, with the morning sun dancing across the stainless steel and my music piping from the speakers.

      He knew how I took my coffee and always added the perfect amount of cream, just how I liked it. Because August noticed little things like that.

      He took a sip of his black coffee and eyed me over the rim. “This is my favorite place to be.”

      It was mine, too. My house was too big for one person and didn’t feel like home anymore. So now it was just a place where I went to shower and sleep.

      “So, who are the cakes for?” he asked, eyeing the bowls of frosting I’d whipped up earlier.

      “My best friend’s daughters. They’re twins, and every year I bake them their own cakes. Everly is getting vanilla with salted caramel, and Isla is getting chocolate with raspberry buttercream.”

      I smacked his hand away but too late. He sucked the frosting off his finger, then waltzed over to the stove and poured castor sugar into a saucepan.

      I planted my hands on my hips. “I thought you were just here to watch.”

      He adjusted the heat under the pan and ignored my question, asking one of his own. “How old are they?”

      “Seven.”

      “What are they into?”

      “They both love surfing, and Everly loves art and ballet. Isla loves to play soccer, and she does jujitsu.”

      “Got it.”

      “You should go home and take a shower.”

      “Not until I make my spun sugar creations.”
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        * * *

      

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” August said, carefully placing the sugar plum fairy on Everly’s cake. It amazed me that those big hands could be so gentle and that the fragile spun sugar didn’t shatter to smithereens.

      I let out a breath when he positioned it and stepped back to admire his handiwork.

      “She’s going to love it,” I declared.

      “Not sure about the soccer ball,” he said, casting a critical eye on Isla’s cake. It was difficult to identify it as a soccer ball. It just looked like a ball.

      “It’s not a soccer ball. It’s a snow globe.”

      He closed one eye and studied it. “Or a fortune teller’s crystal ball.”

      “She’d love that. She loves carnivals and Halloween and ghost stories.” I checked the time. If I wanted to make an appearance at the party, no matter how brief, I’d have to leave now. “I have to get going.” I also had to get these cakes to my car and all the way to Scarlett’s house without destroying them.

      “I’ll help you get these to the car.”

      “Thanks.”

      August and I carried the cakes to my car, and after we ensured they were secure in the back of my Jeep Cherokee, I closed the hatch and thanked him. I rounded the car to the driver’s side and yanked open the door. “See you in a couple hours.”

      “Wait.” He wrapped his hand around my wrist and tugged me back. “There’s… I need to tell you something.”

      He’d said that earlier, hadn’t he? I’d completely forgotten. He released me and dropped his hand to his side. I looked at him expectantly, but his serious expression made me nervous.

      Oh my God, was he quitting?

      “What’s wrong?” I prompted. “Are you quitting?” Dread settled in my stomach. I’d come to rely on him so much already. Too much, maybe.

      He shook his head, and I sighed in relief. Thank God for that.

      “No. But when you hear what I have to say, you might kick my ass to the curb.” He let out a breath, and I tried to stay calm, but my stomach was churning.

      This did not bode well.

      “The kitchen I told you I worked in for the past five years….” His eyes met mine, and I nodded, holding my breath until he spoke. “It was in prison. I served five years and just got out a few months ago.”

      He studied my face while I tried to process his words. They came to me slowly at first and then all at once. Prison?

      Did he just say he was in prison?

      The man who had just woven spun sugar into beautiful designs was an ex-con?

      The man I’d let into my kitchen six days a week, twelve hours a day, working side by side… had never thought to mention that he’d just gotten out of prison?

      He’d looked me in the eye and told me I could trust him when all along he’d been hiding this from me?

      I took a couple steps back. “You were in prison,” I repeated as if I hadn’t heard right.

      He nodded, his eyes never leaving my face.

      “What were you in prison for?” I put more distance between us and crossed my arms over my chest for protection. Maybe it wasn’t for anything bad. But people didn’t get sent to prison for traffic tickets. “What did you do?”

      “I transported drugs.” His eyes flitted over my face, trying to gauge my reaction.

      Transported drugs. What did that even mean? Was he a supplier? A dealer? It didn’t matter.

      Drugs were the reason my husband was lying in a bed hooked up to tubes.

      Drugs were the reason he ended up with a fractured skull.

      I lost my husband because two junkies wielding tire irons and baseball bats decided a BMW was worth more than my husband’s life.

      And this man was standing before me, informing me that he was responsible for flooding the streets with more drugs?

      God, how stupid could I be? Cruz would have killed me if he knew I’d hired a random stranger without running a security check on him. He was always so concerned about my safety that he used to run the checks himself whenever I hired a new employee. Except for my brother, I hadn’t hired anyone new over the past two years, so I hadn’t even thought of doing it.

      “Stay away from me,” I said through clenched teeth.

      I threw myself into the driver’s seat and slammed the door.

      “Nic. Wait.” He knocked on my window, but I ignored him. I couldn’t even look at his face.

      He’d played me. Maybe he thought I was so enamored with him that I wouldn’t even run a security check.

      I hit the gas and rocketed out of the parking lot.

      That asshole.

      I punched the steering wheel, accidentally beeping my horn as I blew through a yellow light.

      I can’t believe I’d trusted him.

      My father had been right. August Harper was trouble. With a capital T. And I wanted nothing to do with him.

      It was only when I’d slammed on my brakes at a stoplight a few minutes later that I remembered the cakes in the back of my Jeep.
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      Nicola

      Everly and Isla’s Mad Hatter tea party was not the time or place to stew over August Harper or how he’d deceived me. So I tucked it into a separate compartment, slammed the lid on it, and plastered on a fake smile.

      Luckily, the kids were too jacked up on sugar to notice. There were twelve of them gathered on the lawn for an Instagram-worthy picnic lunch. After I’d snapped about a million photos and fawned over the girls who oohed and ahhed over the cakes that were still intact, they joined their friends, and I grabbed some refreshments.

      Pink lemonade flowed from a silver fountain, and I filled my floral teacup to the brim, wishing it was spiked with something stronger.

      “How have you been?” Remy asked when I sat next to her on a tufted cushion on the bamboo decking.

      When I first met Remy thirteen years ago, I was starstruck. A former supermodel, she was stunning back then and just as stunning now, with long dark hair and aquamarine eyes.

      I balanced a lemon scone and a finger sandwich on my thigh and took a sip of pink lemonade. “Everything is fine.” I flashed her a smile to prove it. Hopefully, if I said it often enough, it would be true. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine. But I know a fake smile when I see it.”

      Guess I wasn’t as good of an actress as I thought. Cruz used to tell me he could read my face like a book. I wore all my emotions.

      What a curse.

      “I’m just tired.” It wasn’t a total lie, but it wasn’t the truth, either. Remy and I were friendly, but I didn’t know her like Scarlett did.

      Remy was married to Shane, and she was also Scarlett’s husband, Dylan’s twin.

      And even though she was nice, and I knew she’d understand, I didn’t want to unload my problems on her.

      Or anyone else, for that matter.

      Scarlett joined us on the patio and flopped down onto the cushion next to me. She wore a blue 1950s-style dress, red lipstick, and bare feet. The femme fatale version of Alice in Wonderland.

      She took a bite of my scone, set it back on the plate, and then helped herself to my finger sandwich.

      We’d been sharing food since grade school when she declared that my packed lunches were far superior to her gourmet deli lunches.

      “Help yourself, Alice.” I handed her the rest of my scone. I wasn’t hungry anyway.

      She brushed the crumbs off the skirt of her dress. “Kids’ parties are exhausting.”

      “The party only started twenty minutes ago,” I pointed out.

      “But I’ve been planning it for months. I woke up at six this morning to decorate.”

      Dylan and Scarlett’s backyard had been transformed into Wonderland. My best friend was an artistic genius and had created a magical place with yards and yards of tulle and sculptural floral displays that were edible.

      I patted her arm. “It looks beautiful, babes.”

      Scarlett stretched out her legs and leaned back on her palms. “The kids don’t care, though. They would have been just as happy if we took them for burgers and spent the day at the beach.”

      “But you’ll do it again next year,” Remy teased.

      Scarlett sighed. “Yep. I can’t seem to help myself. Besides, we got some great photos.”

      “And you’ll have all your beautiful memories.”

      Just as the words left my mouth, our attention was diverted by a shriek. With Dylan chasing her, Isla streaked across the backyard in her tuxedo, tulle skirt, and top hat. He caught her around the middle and stalked over to the pool, dangling her above it.

      “Oh no, he wouldn’t,” Scarlett muttered.

      “It’s like she doesn’t even know my brother,” Remy said, and we laughed.

      Before Scarlett walked away to rescue her daughter, she pointed her finger at me. “We’re going to talk about this.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I feigned innocence.

      “How long have we been friends? I know you better than you know yourself, so I know when something is wrong.”

      I shooed her away. “Go deal with your husband.”

      “Mommy! Save me,” Isla yelled before she had a giggling fit that made it clear she loved the attention from her dad. She bore an uncanny resemblance to Remy with her ocean eyes and long dark hair.

      Not wanting to be left out, Everly, who looked more like Scarlett, ran over to them, and tried to jump on Dylan. Securing Isla in one arm, Dylan scooped up Everly in the other arm.

      “Show off,” Remy said, and we both laughed again.

      “Dylan, no!” Scarlett shouted just as she reached his side. But she was laughing too, and it was too late.

      Dylan jumped into the pool, holding his daughters, who were still fully dressed in their Mad Hatter outfits.

      It was obviously the cue for all the other kids to follow them into the pool.

      And my cue to go home and get ready for work and figure out where to find a new sous chef.
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      My footsteps faltered as I approached the service entrance. I wasn’t ready to see him yet.

      But I should have known he wouldn’t give up so easily. After I left the party, I Googled August. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I got more than I’d bargained for. His arrest and subsequent conviction were a mere footnote compared to all his accolades.

      In the culinary world, August Harper had been a big deal. I couldn’t believe his name hadn’t rung a bell. I’d heard of his restaurant before and hadn’t even thought to connect the dots. Which went to show that I wasn’t as sharp as I used to be.

      Eight by August had garnered nearly every acclaim a restaurant could want. The coveted Michelin star. A top spot on the LA Today 100 Best Restaurants List. And seven years ago, August was named Food and Wine’s Best New Chef.

      “One of the Hottest Chefs Under Thirty,” an article had said. There’d been a photo of him in his chef whites standing in what I guess was his restaurant kitchen, tattooed arms crossed over his broad chest, his chin tipped up, and a haughty look on his face. Like he was looking down his nose, making it clear that he was better than everyone around him.

      To add insult to injury, the same critic who had slammed my restaurant praised him, calling August’s tasting menu ‘sublime… exquisite… absolute perfection.”

      After falling down the rabbit hole and reading every article I could find, I’d closed my internet browser and stewed over it for the entire drive.

      Now here he was. The culinary genius. The wunderkind. The asshole who had thrown it all away for quick cash. How could he throw it all away so carelessly?

      I’d lost all respect for him.

      He’d reached a pinnacle of success that very few chefs ever did, and it was like a slap in the face to anyone who had ever sung his praises.

      I stopped in front of him, my chest heaving. I was irrationally angry, and the words poured out of me. “Do you have a self-destructive streak? Are you one of those people who takes something good and shits all over it?” He winced, but I kept going, venting all my anger and frustration on the source of it. “I Googled you, August. No idea why I didn’t do it sooner. But then again, I’m the idiot who let a random stranger into my kitchen without running a fucking security check.” I stopped to take a breath.

      “You’re not an idiot. I’m the one who—”

      “Why?” I glared at him. “Why would you do something so stupid?” My hands curled into fists, and I was tempted to punch him. I was so fucking angry. At him. At the world. At myself for being gullible enough to trust him.

      “Hit me. If it makes you feel better, hit me.”

      I took a step back and inhaled sharply. “I’m not going to hit you.”

      He stuck out his chin. “Go on. I can take a punch,” he goaded.

      Punching August wouldn’t make anything better, so I took another step back as Miguel and Zach greeted us on their way inside. When the door closed behind them, I focused on August again. I should never let him set foot in my kitchen again.

      “You had to know the risk you were taking. I refuse to believe you’re that stupid.”

      “I knew,” he said, not even a hint of an apology in his tone.

      God, so arrogant. Why hadn’t I noticed that before? I must have been blinded by his talent… among other things. “But you did it anyway. You were just hoping you never got caught,” I guessed.

      He pushed his hand through his hair. “Pretty much,” he admitted. “It was supposed to be a one-time thing.”

      “It doesn’t matter if it was one time or a hundred!” I threw my hands in the air. “What you did was wrong.”

      He clenched his jaw. “I know that. Do you think I don’t fucking know that? I spent the past five years going over it in my head, and trust me, I would love nothing more than to go back and do it differently.”

      “Then why did you do it? Explain this to me.”

      “What do you want to know, exactly?”

      “All of it.”

      He blew out a breath and looked up at the sky as if this was the last thing he wanted to discuss. But I wasn’t letting him off that easy, so I waited with my arms crossed over my chest and my foot tapping on the gravel.

      He looked around to see if anyone was within earshot, then lowered his voice. “I always bought my own fish and produce. Every morning I’d get to the market early, buy what I needed for the day and load it in my van. I knew most of the guys working there, and they knew who I was. And one day, this guy came up to me and said, ‘Hey, word on the street is that you could use some extra cash. I’ve got something you might be interested in.’ I grew up on the streets. I knew what he was talking about. I told him to get the fuck away from me. That I wasn’t interested.”

      Despite myself, I was curious and couldn’t help asking, “What changed your mind?”

      “I have a son.”

      That jarred me.

      My eyes widened, but I remained quiet and let him continue.

      “When Sasha found out she was pregnant, I’d just opened my restaurant, so the timing wasn’t ideal. But I was happy. I was finally getting everything I’d ever dreamed of. Then, my son was born with a congenital heart defect.” He paused, letting that sink in for a moment before he continued. “Sasha quit her job a few months into her pregnancy, and after he was born, she stayed home with him. It’s what I wanted for her. For them. Money was tight. I’d taken out so many loans to open that fucking restaurant, and we were drowning in bills. But I kept telling myself that if I just worked hard enough, we’d be able to stay afloat.”

      I don’t know what I’d expected to hear, but this changed things. It changed everything.

      “My health insurance didn’t cover everything, so there were a lot of out-of-pocket expenses. And when he needed a third operation, Sasha and I consulted with the best pediatric cardiologist in the country who specialized in heart defects like Sage’s. She was in Boston, so the plan was for Sasha to stay with Sage, and I would fly back and forth. It wasn’t ideal, but I wanted the best for my son and needed the money to make it happen.”

      “So you took that guy up on his offer,” I said, connecting the dots.

      He nodded. “I’d pick up the goods, stash them under the fish and produce, and make the drop-off. I was transporting a shitload of drugs, but I thought I’d get out before getting caught. Guess that’s what all criminals tell themselves.” A derisive laugh escaped him.

      I tried to sort through my jumbled thoughts and figure out what to say. He’d done the wrong thing, but his reasons for doing it were good.

      Noble, if you could call a drug dealer noble.

      And wouldn’t anyone do whatever it took to help save the life of someone they loved? I knew without a doubt that I would. Because I’d done it.

      And like August, my attempt to save Cruz’s life, at any cost, had backfired in the most horrible way imaginable.

      August and I weren’t all that different. Everything we’d done was in the name of love.

      I was almost afraid to ask the question, but it was the most important one, so I steeled myself for the answer, praying it was a good one. “How is your son now? Is he okay?”

      August nodded. “Yeah. Or so I’ve been told.”

      My brows lifted in surprise. “You haven’t seen him?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. I saw him surfing a couple of weeks ago, but that was purely coincidental. Sasha called earlier and said I can see him on Monday for a couple hours.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Yeah.” He blew out a breath. “It’s been so long. I don’t even know what I’ll say to him.”

      “Maybe you could start with the truth.” There was a bite to my tone that I hadn’t intended. But I was still hurt that he hadn’t been honest with me.

      “Would you have hired me if you knew the truth?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. Although if he had told me the whole story from the beginning, I might have. Now we’d never know. “I think what upsets me most is that you lied to me. A lie by omission is still a lie. You made me feel so stupid and naïve for trusting you when I had no reason to. You were the random guy who stole my first kiss when I was sixteen. And like a fool, I opened the door and let you waltz right in and take over my kitchen. How stupid am I?”

      “You’re not stupid, far from it. Working with you has been incredible. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been this happy working in a kitchen.” He leaned his shoulder against the wall, and I did the same, facing him. “It’s what gets me out of bed in the morning.”

      “You’re really laying it on thick, aren’t you?” I teased.

      He nudged the toe of my shoe with the toe of his boot. Such a cute, boyish gesture. “I mean every word of it. I don’t think I’ve ever had this much fun working in a kitchen.”

      I felt compelled to keep asking questions. “Not even your own restaurant?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. I was too worried about achieving perfection. I lost sight of why I wanted to open my own restaurant. The joy was gone, you know?” His eyes narrowed, and he stroked his jaw as if trying to figure out where the joy had gone. “I was so fucking fixated on that star. And even when I got it, I wasn’t happy. If anything, I was more dissatisfied.”

      I understood the part about the joy being gone, but our reasons differed. “So why would you tell me you’d help me get one?”

      “You’re not me. You know your own worth. You don’t need a Michelin star to make you feel like you’ve achieved something or to make you feel like you matter.”

      I used to know exactly who I was, but lately, I wasn’t sure I did. “That’s why you wanted a Michelin star? To feel like you’re worth something?”

      He shrugged. “I never thought about it at the time, but I’ve had five years with a lot of time on my hands, so yeah, I figured some things out about myself. And that’s one of them. At the time, I needed all the acclaim and praise. I had something to prove and a giant chip on my shoulder weighing me down.”

      “And now?”

      “And now… I just want to work with you.”

      I gave him a skeptical look. “Why? Because nobody else will hire you?”

      “No. Because I think that together, we can create magic.”

      Coming from anyone else, it would have sounded like a cheesy line, but August was a cool guy, and it didn’t sound even remotely corny when he said it.

      Maybe because I’d felt it too. “Magic? Is that what you’re calling it?”

      “What else would you call what we do?”

      Magic. Yeah, I guess it was.

      But I still wasn’t sure if I should let him off so quickly. He’d withheld important information. He’d lied to me. And regardless of how good his reasons might be, he’d been involved in drugs. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I’m not a serial killer?”

      I stared at him for a few seconds, and then I laughed.

      I needed to have my head examined.

      But everyone deserves a second chance, and I would give it to him. I pointed my finger at him. “If you ever lie to me again or step out of line, you’re out. This is your last chance.” I wanted to make that clear and be sure he understood, so I waited for his answer.

      “I know.”

      “Don’t make me regret this decision.”

      “I won’t. Promise.” He crossed his heart, and I had to believe that meant something, right? That his promises weren’t empty. I needed to believe that.

      I was giving him another chance, mainly because of his son. August was a dad, and it sounded as if he had a lot to prove to that little boy who had already been through so much.

      Whenever kids were involved, it was a game changer.

      August held the door and followed me inside.

      “So, I was your first kiss, huh?”
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      August

      I wiped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my arm. Then I jabbed my finger at the doorbell.

      My heart was beating triple time, and I had to keep reminding myself to breathe. In. Out. In. Out. I’d never had a panic attack, but this felt pretty damn close.

      Jesus. I couldn’t remember ever feeling this nervous about anything. But it wasn’t every day that you met the son you’d abandoned five years before.

      What the fuck was I going to say to him? I’d spent the entire day trying to figure it out and, in the end, came up empty. Guess we’d just play it by ear.

      Where the fuck was Sasha? I checked my phone for the time. It was five o’clock on the dot, the time she’d decided on. I was only getting two hours with my son, and with every second that ticked by, I lost valuable time.

      I raised my hand to bang on the door when it swung open, leaving me with my fist in the air. I dropped it to my side, my eyes on my son, who stood before me in a hoodie and basketball shorts. For a few moments, I stared at him and said absolutely nothing.

      Until finally, I cleared my throat and spoke. “Hey, Sage. Thanks for agreeing to see me.”

      He nodded and chewed on his lip, his brows furrowed like he was thinking hard. I glanced at Sasha, standing behind him with her hands on his shoulders. Protective. Worried about sending her son into the world with the man she no longer trusted.

      “You’re the guy from the beach,” Sage said, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Yeah, same guy. I hope I didn’t scare you that day.”

      He shook his head. “I just thought you looked….” I waited for him to say ‘familiar’ or ‘like the guy I used to call Dad,’ but he didn’t. “Sad.”

      He looked up at Sasha, whose grip on his shoulders had tightened like she never wanted to let go. Sage gave her a little smile as if to say it was okay. It was the same smile I remembered from when he was a toddler.

      And now I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t been able to pick him out when I saw him on the beach. Because it was so obvious to me now that this was my son.

      “You can let go now, Mom. I’m ready to go.”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded. “Okay, baby.” She leaned down and hugged him, then kissed the top of his head, her eyes on me as she straightened up and released Sage. “I want him home by seven.”

      “I know.”

      “Okay.” She forced a smile for Sage, but it looked fake as hell, and her voice sounded tight when she spoke. “Have fun.”

      I opened the passenger side door for Sage, and he climbed in, bouncing on the seat a little. “This is a cool truck.”

      I laughed. “You think so?”

      He nodded, and I pulled his seat belt out of the holder, ready to belt him in. “I can do it,” he said. It took a couple tries, but when it clicked into place, I closed the door and rounded the hood.

      “Drive safely,” Sasha called.

      I gave her the Boy Scout salute, and even though I wasn’t looking at her face, I could almost feel her eye roll. She used to hate it when I did that. We both knew I’d never been a Boy Scout.

      Sage was quiet as I drove out of the gated community. When I got onto the road, I glanced over at him. He kept rolling the window up and down like it was a fun game. Guess he’d never seen a manual one before. Finally, he got tired of the game and leaned back with a sigh.

      I glanced at him. “Do you have a favorite place?” I had a few ideas of what we could do with our two hours, but I wanted to make sure we went somewhere special to him.

      “I have a lot of favorite places, like the ocean and Hawaii. It’s really cool. We go on vacation there. It’s Travis’ favorite place in the world.”

      Travis. I didn’t give a shit about what Travis liked. “I’m more interested in what you love.”

      He thought about it for a minute. “Boats. I love boats. And tacos.”

      “Boats and tacos. Good choice.”

      “I can tell you where my special place is….” He side-eyed me. “If you want.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Okay, it’s not like a secret or anything. It’s the place where all the boats are. They have really good tacos there too.”

      I wracked my brain. Where would they have boats and tacos? “Are you talking about the marina?”

      “Yep.” He settled back in his seat with a satisfied smile. I felt like I’d just passed a grueling test and earned a gold star.

      “Then that’s where we’ll go.” As soon as I figured out where the hell the marina was. When I stopped at a light, I pulled up the map on my phone, telling me I was headed in the wrong direction.

      Fifteen minutes later, I parked in a lot near the marina, and we crossed the street to the docks. Sage knew where he wanted to go, so I followed his lead.

      “Look. This is how a drunk sailor walks.” I laughed as Sage impersonated a drunk trying to keep his balance on the planks. Then he darted ahead, and I strode after him. Stopping behind him, I placed my hands on his shoulders.

      “Hi, Captain!” Sage shouted and waved to a man hosing down his boat.

      The man turned to look at Sage. He wore a Hawaiian shirt and round, blue-tinted sunglasses. His long hair was more gray than brown, and his skin was so tan it looked muddy. “Hi, matey,” he growled as he stepped onto the dock and gave me a once-over. “Who’ve you got here?”

      “He’s…” Sage looked up at me, trying to decide on the right word. Then, finally, he bit his lip and averted his gaze. “My dad,” he said, his voice low, his eyes dropping to the ground.

      Those words would typically have filled me with pride, but how he’d said them left me unsettled.

      “You don’t say,” the man said, looking me up and down. “Sam.” He extended his hand, and I took a step forward and shook it. “August.”

      Sam nodded, then turned his attention to Sage. “Enjoy your time with your dad, and I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      “Okay,” Sage mumbled, walking ahead of me, with his eyes on the ground as he scuffed his feet.

      He was quiet as we walked past the speedboats and yachts docked at the marina, and for someone who had claimed to love boats, he didn’t even glance their way.

      I put my hand on his shoulder so he would stop walking, but he averted his head, refusing to even look at me. I crouched in front of him where I could see his face better. “I’m so sorry, Sage. I’m sorry I’ve been away for so long.”

      He shrugged one thin shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      But it wasn’t. Nothing about this was even remotely okay. “Sometimes adults make bad decisions and do things they regret. I didn’t want to leave you. If I’d had the choice, I would have stayed. I would have been there—”

      “I don’t wanna talk about it.” He pulled away from me and stomped away.

      With a sigh, I scrubbed my hand over my face and got to my feet. I knew this wouldn’t be easy, and I didn’t blame Sage for being angry. But I was the adult, so it was my job to fix things and make them better.

      “How about we go for those tacos now?” It was the best I could come up with.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While we ate tacos at a tall table overlooking the water, Sage was silent. His face was troubled, and I wished I could read his mind and figure out what to say or how to make this better for him.

      My actions had consequences, and I thought going to prison was the price I’d paid. I’d served my time and paid my debts. But I was wrong. Prison was a cakewalk compared to witnessing the hurt I’d caused Sage.

      How could I expect a seven-year-old to come to terms with something like this?

      It had never been more apparent than right this minute just how much I’d fucked up and how it must have affected him.

      I watched him play with his food, and then he pushed the plate away. Supposedly, tacos were his favorite, but he’d left half of his plate uneaten. “You’re not hungry?”

      He shrugged and stared at his plate while I wracked my brain, trying to find the right words to fix this. But I didn’t have any magic words. So I did what any desperate parent would do. “Do you still like ice cream?”

      His eyes snapped to mine, and a slow smile spread across his face. “I love ice cream.”

      I chuckled, happy to see that smile, even if it was for ice cream and had nothing to do with me. “How about we go get some ice cream?”

      “I haven’t finished my dinner yet,” he said, his mouth turning down at the corners as his eyes dropped to his plate.

      “Do you want to finish it?” Pretty sure that wasn’t what they’d teach you in Parenting 101 but fuck it. I only had him for two hours. I’d do just about anything to make him happy.

      He shook his head. “No. But there’s no dessert unless I eat dinner.”

      “Hmm. I see your problem. How about just this once we break the rules.” I stopped short of saying it would be our little secret because shit like that, even if it seemed like something small and inconsequential, messed with kids’ heads. That much I knew.

      His smile grew wide. “Okay.” He didn’t need any convincing. He jumped off his stool, ready to go.

      I signaled for the check, and we walked back to my truck after I paid.

      After I bought him two scoops of ice cream with three toppings, he was talking my ear off. If I’d known it was this easy to win him over, I would have skipped the tacos and gone directly to ice cream.

      “You know what I want to be when I grow up?” he asked, shoveling a spoonful of ice cream and Oreos into his mouth. Without waiting for my answer, he forged on. “I want to be one of those people that goes out on boats and scuba dives. And they learn about the fishes and dolphins and… you know….” He waved his hand in the air. “All the sea creatures. And maybe I can feed them and help them if they get hurt and stuff.”

      “You want to be a marine biologist?”

      He nodded vigorously and ate another bite of his ice cream. “Yeah, I wanna be one of those guys.”

      “That sounds like a great job.”

      “Yeah. Hey. Guess what?” He tried to snap his fingers but hadn’t yet perfected the art. I stifled my laughter. “You wanna hear something really cool?” His eyes widened with excitement, and I wanted to pull him out of his seat and hug the shit out of him and never let go. He was so fucking cute with those big blue eyes and a spray of freckles on his nose. And I’d missed him so damn much.

      When I was a kid, I’d never gotten hugs, kisses, or affection at all, so when Sage was born, it was one of the things I vowed to do for him. Let him know he was loved and show him through my actions.

      But I was fully aware that our newly formed bond was tentative and that the ties holding us together were fragile. So I held back.

      “I’d love to hear something really cool.”

      “Okay. Ready?” I nodded. “Did you know that an octopus has three hearts? Three.” He held up three fingers to make his point. “And so does a squid. Cool, right?”

      “Very cool.”

      “Yeah.” He mixed the rest of his ice cream until it got soupy, then ate another spoonful. Ice cream dribbled down the front of his navy hoodie, and he wiped it away with his hand. “I wish I had three hearts. Then if one of them died, I’d still have two more. And if another one died, I’d have one left. The strongest one of them all. And then Mom wouldn’t have to worry about me.”

      Jesus. This kid. It was all I could do not to break down and cry like a baby. He sounded so matter of fact that I knew he had no idea how deep of a chord he’d struck. I cleared my throat. “That’s not how it works.”

      His brows drew together. “Why not?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter if you have one heart or three, your mom will still worry about you. And you know why?” He shook his head and waited for my answer. “Because you’re her baby, and no matter how old you get, or how tall or how big and strong, she’ll always worry about you. But in a good way. In the very best way. Because she cares about you and loves you, and nothing will ever change that.”

      He thought about that for a minute. “Guess not.”

      We moved on to other topics. I asked about school and his friends. And then I remembered that I had to get him home by seven and checked the time. Shit. We only had fifteen minutes. “We need to get going.” I stood up from the rickety sidewalk table. “I have to get you home.”

      “But I haven’t finished my ice cream yet.”

      I eyed the cardboard cup on the wrought iron table. There were a few Oreo crumbs and a piece of banana floating around in a thin layer of melted ice cream. I grabbed it off the table and held it in front of him. “Finish the last bite.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “No. I’m not ready to go yet.”

      Part of me was fucking over the moon that he wanted to spend more time with me. But I’d promised Sasha seven o’clock, and I’d be damned if I was going to break a rule at this early stage in the game. “Listen,” I said, trying to reason with him. He looked up at me with a scowl on his face. “If we go now, it will make your mom happy. And we’ll get to do this again real soon.”

      He debated for a moment. “Promise?”

      And maybe that was the real reason he didn’t want to leave. He was afraid he’d never see me again.

      Trust had to be earned, so I couldn’t expect him to trust me after only two hours.

      “Promise.” I would sooner die than break another promise.

      He sighed and dragged his feet all the way to my truck. It took ten times as long as it usually would, but we got there in the end.

      I pulled up outside Sasha’s house with minutes to spare.

      Unfortunately, Travis answered the door. Sage ran right up to him and gave him a fist bump, yelling, “see you soon,” over his shoulder as he ran into the house and left me standing on the doorstep.

      “How did it go?” Travis asked.

      Could it get any fucking worse than having to report to him? “Fine,” I said, my tone clipped. “Sasha around?”

      He stepped aside, and Sasha took his place in the doorway. “How did it go?”

      “It was great. I’d like to see him again next week.” Figured I wouldn’t push it. We’d start with once a week and go from there.

      She looked over her shoulder and then at me. “I’ll text you after I speak with him.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, then shut it again. For now, we’d do this her way. “Fine. But make sure you text me. I promised I would stick around, and I’m not going to break my promise.”

      She nodded once, letting me know she’d heard me, and closed the door.

      For now, I’d celebrate my wins instead of mourning my losses. Today was one step in the right direction.

      Baby steps. But I’d take it.
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      Nicola

      I said goodbye to Cruz and leaned over to kiss his forehead. When I stood, I got a head rush and waited a few seconds for the dizziness to pass.

      My footsteps were heavy as I walked down the hallway.

      I hated leaving him, but I’d been with him all day and hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Not to mention that father had just texted to say he’d disown me if I didn’t show up for dinner with my family tonight.

      “Oh honey,” Cassie said as I passed the front desk. “You have to start taking better care of yourself. You’re no good to him if you get sick, too.”

      I gave her a little smile. “I know. I’m going to eat dinner now. But if the infection gets any worse—”

      “He’s in good hands,” Cassie assured me. “Dr. Marcus is keeping a close eye on him and keeping him as comfortable as possible.”

      “Thank you.”

      When I got outside, I inhaled a deep breath of evening air. The sun was setting, and the sky was awash with pink and violet.

      So many beautiful things you’re missing, Cruz.

      My footsteps slowed as I approached my car. Dylan was leaning against the hood, tattooed arms crossed over his chest, his eyes on my face. When I stopped in front of him, the first words out of his mouth were, “You look like shit.”

      Nobody would ever accuse Dylan of being a gentleman, and he’d never been one to sugarcoat anything. “Gee, thanks. Good to see you too.” I swept past him and yanked open my car door.

      “It’s time, Nic. I’ll go to the lawyer with you. We’ll do it together.”

      My body tensed, and I gritted my teeth to stop myself from saying something I’d regret. Dylan was not only my best friend’s husband but also Cruz’s best friend and business partner. He rarely visited Cruz these days, and I knew why. But still.

      How could he desert him like that?

      “I’m not going to a lawyer.”

      I slid behind the wheel and reached for the door handle, intent on getting away from this conversation, but Dylan grabbed the doorframe to stop it from closing.

      “How long are you going to go on like this? This is no way to live.” He gestured to the pink stucco building surrounded by palm trees and freshly mown grass. “He wouldn’t want this. If he knew how much it cost to keep him alive… fuck that… he’s not alive,” he gritted out. “He’s already gone. And you’re spending over a hundred grand a year to keep him—”

      “Seriously?” I glared at him. “You’re discussing money right now? Money is not everything, Dylan.”

      “I know that. But he’d be so fucking pissed off. He can’t eat. He can’t drink. He can’t speak. He can’t do a damn thing except lie there and be completely dependent on—”

      “Stop.” I yanked on the door handle, intent on shutting it and ending this conversation, but he stubbornly refused to let go. “Seriously, Dylan cut the shit. I have to go. Just get out of my way.” He didn’t budge. God, this man was so obstinate. I didn’t know how Scarlett put up with him. He’d obviously come here on a mission and wasn’t finished torturing me yet.

      “When’s the last time you talked to Frankie?” he asked. “She was like a sister to you.”

      Tears stung my eyes. God, I was so fucking tired of the tears.

      I didn’t need a reminder that Cruz’s younger sister wouldn’t speak to me anymore. She hadn’t visited Cruz in almost two years, the last time we’d spoken. I brushed away the tears and clicked my seat belt into the holder, all set to leave if only he’d get out of my damn way. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “Cruz was my best friend. He loved you so fucking much, Nic.” The past tense wasn’t lost on me. “He would have wanted me to look after you. So I can’t just stand by and watch you do this to yourself. Scarlett’s worried about you. I’m worried about you. Let him go, Nic. We’ll get a court order and make it happen.”

      Make it happen. As if he was suggesting an exciting new adventure. “Do you know what you’re asking? You’re asking me to starve my husband to death. To withdraw his food and hydration.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and leaned against the headrest, staring blankly out the windshield as I tried to wrap my head around what he was asking me to do.

      “How am I supposed to do that? Do you really believe I can just sit back and watch him…” Die. Cruz’s brain didn’t send the right signals to his body anymore, but his heart was still strong. If we did what Dylan suggested, it could take up to two weeks before his heart gave out. “I can’t.” I shook my head. “I can’t do it.”

      Dylan stepped around the car door and crouched in front of me. “It’s a mercy killing,” he said quietly.

      “Mercy? Is that what you call it?” I whipped my head around, and my eyes locked onto his stormy blues. I wanted to lash out, kick and scream and punch until my knuckles bled and the rage inside of me quieted to a whisper. I wanted to hurt everyone around me so they could feel the same pain I did.

      “Tell me something, Dylan. If the situation was reversed, would you be able to do that to Scarlett? Would you be able to starve her to death? Dehydrate her? Sit by your wife’s bedside and watch her die? Would you?” I prompted.

      He straightened up and pushed his hands through his dark hair, holding the back of his head. “If anything ever happened to Scarlett, I’d lose my fucking mind.” His eyes met mine, and his hands fell to his side. “But if something happened to me, I know exactly what I’d want her to do. We’ve discussed it, and we both made living wills. Neither of us wants to be kept alive if we’re already gone.”

      “But he’s still here,” I whispered. “He’s still alive, Dylan.”

      “The parts of Cruz that you loved… the parts that made him who he was… are gone. As far as I’m concerned, my best friend died two years ago.”

      I closed my eyes as the words sank in, and my heart grew heavier. Logically, I knew Dylan was right, but I couldn’t bring myself to do what he asked.

      “Think about it, okay? You don’t have to do this alone.” His hand landed on my shoulder, giving it a little squeeze. “We’re all here for you.”

      I nodded to make him happy and get him off my back. I didn’t want to discuss this anymore. I just wanted to leave and forget we’d ever had the conversation.

      “I’ll stop in and see him. Tell him some embarrassing stories about how you had him pussy whipped from day one,” he joked.

      “The feeling was mutual.”

      “I know. I was there.” He squinted at something in the distance. “You okay with money?”

      Dylan asked me the same question every month, and I knew it was his way of looking out for me. But he was already giving me cheap rent on the space for my restaurant, and I didn’t want any more charity from him. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      I didn’t mention that I was thinking about selling the house. It was too big for just one person. But like most things regarding Cruz, I couldn’t let go of it. If I said something to Dylan, he’d probably be calling realtors before I’d even had a chance to think it through.

      Cruz and Dylan had started a tech company right out of college, making millions, so money wasn’t an issue. Not right now, anyway. That could change in a few years, but I didn’t want to think about anything beyond today. One day at a time was the most I could handle. “I need to get going.”

      Dylan opened his mouth to say more but obviously thought better of it. He nodded and backed away from my car without another word. Which was for the best. He and I had had this conversation before, and it hadn’t ended well. I’d lashed out and said things I later regretted.

      We’d made amends, but our friendship still felt precarious, just like all my relationships these days.
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      When I got home later that night, my footsteps echoed off the walls of my empty house. It had four bedrooms and five bathrooms, a chef’s kitchen, two living rooms, a dining room, and a swimming pool on half an acre of land.

      It had been too big for us, but now it felt like a gaping black hole that would swallow me up.

      We bought this house to have extra space for all those kids we planned to have. But it never happened. No matter what we did, I couldn’t get pregnant. So finally, we both went to the doctor. But there was no medical reason why, after years of trying, I still got my period every month like clockwork.

      Cruz said he didn’t care. That it didn’t matter if we never had kids. It was the only time I’d ever caught him in a lie. We had a massive argument over it and went to bed angry. I turned my back to him and pretended I was sleeping when he tried to initiate sex.

      Even though it was nobody’s fault, I felt like I’d failed him by not giving him the family he wanted.

      Now I wished I’d never turned my back on him. Not even for a second.

      I grabbed a glass from the cupboard and a bottle of wine from the refrigerator and carried them to the living room, which had a huge flatscreen on the wall.

      Curled up in the corner of the sofa, I guzzled wine and watched my comfort movies—80s teen cult classics.

      I drained my glass and punched the air, singing “Don’t You (Forget About Me)” as Judd Nelson, who played the rebel, pumped his fist.

      I finished the bottle, cracked open a new one, and dissolved in a puddle of tears.

      If only we’d had those kids.

      If only he hadn’t gone to the Lakers game that night.

      If only I’d listened when everyone told me that letting him go was the best thing I could do for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      I jolted awake at the persistent ringing of the doorbell. It took me a few seconds to figure out where I was—wedged into the tight space between the sofa and the coffee table. Sitting up, I wiped the drool off my chin and groaned.

      The person at the door graduated to pounding it with their fist. A classic Dylan St. Clair move.

      What did he want now?

      I stumbled down the hallway, feeling queasy and seasick like the time I went deep sea fishing and spent the entire trip back to shore heaving over the side of the boat.

      “Nicola!” a voice boomed. “Open the fucking door.”

      I recognized that voice. It was not Dylan.

      I swung the door open and blinked a few times to clear my vision. August stood before me, filling up the doorway. I had no idea what time it was, but it looked like it was the middle of the night. Over his shoulder, a silver moon shone on the old pickup parked in my driveway. I re-focused on the man in front of me, confusion pulling my brows into a V. “What are you doing here?”

      He sighed in exasperation and pushed his hand through his hair. It was messier than usual, like someone had been running their fingers through it all night. Sex hair.

      “You called me. I told you I’d be right over.”

      “I didn’t call….” My voice trailed off. Oh, shit, I did, didn’t I? I drunk-dialed August, and I must have given my address, too. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be standing outside my door looking all sexy and disheveled. My gaze roamed over his gray sweatpants and black Henley with the sleeves pushed up.

      I stared at the tattoos on his arms, mesmerized by the designs as if I’d never seen them before. When he said my name, my gaze snapped to his face. “Um, yeah… sorry to drag you over here in the middle of the night. Thanks for coming, but I’m okay.” I waved my hand, gesturing that he could leave now, and tried to close the door.

      His palm smacked against the wood, preventing me from closing it in his face. He scowled. “I’m here now.” His gaze raked over me, and his dark brows drew together. “And you don’t look okay. Far from it.”

      Jesus. What was up with everyone today?

      “You’re the second person today who told me I look like shit,” I muttered as he shouldered his way inside and swept past me without waiting for an invitation.

      “I didn’t say you look like shit. I just said you don’t look okay.” Then, “Someone told you that you look like shit?” He sounded so offended on my behalf that I almost forgave him for showing up with sex hair.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I mumbled.

      He trailed me to the living room, where a movie was still playing, lending the room its only light. I flopped down on the jade velvet U-shaped sofa and sat in the curve, tucking my legs underneath me.

      August glanced around the room at the black and white framed vintage prints on the midnight blue walls and the vaulted ceiling before sitting right next to me. An entire sectional, and he chose to sit on the cushion next to mine. He picked up the empty wine bottle that had rolled under the coffee table and set it next to the other half-empty bottle. Or half full, depending on how you looked at it.

      “Help yourself.” I gestured to the wine and the bar in the corner with a sweep of my hand. Like a gracious hostess.

      “Nah. I’m good. Looks like you drank enough for both of us.”

      In my defense, the first bottle only had two glasses left in it. “You missed a good party.” A pity party for one was always such a blast.

      “I’ll bet.” His gaze drifted to the TV where John Cusack was holding a boombox over his head with Peter Gabriel’s “In Your Eyes” playing. The iconic finale of Say Anything. “What’s this guy doing?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? He’s making a grand romantic gesture.”

      August snorted. “You must have pretty low standards if you think that’s a grand gesture. He’s holding a boombox over his head,” he scoffed.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’d have to watch from the beginning to understand.”

      When the credits started rolling, August snatched the remote off the coffee table, re-started the movie, and hit play.

      “Do you really want to watch this?” I gave him a skeptical look.

      “Sure.” He leaned back and propped his feet on the coffee table. As if he had all the time in the world and was planning to stay for a while. “I want to see how far he gets with a boombox.”

      I snorted. “I don’t think this movie is your style.” He seemed more like a Tarantino kind of guy.

      “So quick to judge. For all you know, I stood outside a girl’s window holding a boombox over my head for hours when I was a teenager.”

      I laughed, and the sound almost startled me. But now I felt bad for dragging him out of bed to deal with my drama. “I’m sorry I called.”

      “Don’t be.” He blew out a breath. “You rescued me.”

      Curiosity got the best of me. “Oh? From what?”

      He shook his head and scrubbed his hands over his face. “Doesn’t matter. It’s been a strange night.” He laughed under his breath. “Blame it on the full moon.”

      Now I really wanted to know what had made his night so strange. Other than me drunk dialing him, of course. “What hap—”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “About what?” I was playing dumb, but not really. I didn’t remember what I’d said on the phone, so I had no idea what would have prompted him to come over and check on me.

      He lifted one brow. “About whatever made you so upset that you got drunk and called me.”

      I worried my lip between my teeth. What did I say? I tried to jog my memory, but my brain was fuzzy, and I came up empty. “Are we at that level of our friendship?”

      “I don’t know, Nic. You tell me. You drunk-dialed me. Said some crazy shit. So I jumped in my truck and came right over.” He sounded frustrated, but his voice was tinged with concern. “Then I spent fifteen minutes ringing your damn doorbell before you answered. I was two seconds from picking the locks or breaking your fucking door down.”

      He seemed fully capable of doing either of those things. My gaze dipped to his scarred knuckles. How many faces had he punched? How many doors had he broken down?

      “Nicola,” he prompted.

      “What exactly did I tell you on the phone?” I hedged. I was half-afraid to hear what kind of ‘crazy shit’ I might have said. Knowing me, it could have been anything.

      Whenever our arms brush, I feel a jolt of electricity.

      Last night I had a dream about you. It was so vivid that I was surprised to find myself alone when I woke up.

      And by the way, do you have a big dick?

      He hesitated. “You said your husband is gone and never coming back.”

      Oh shit. I said that? “Did I… um, say anything else?” It was starting to come back to me in fragments, but it was still hazy.

      He let out a sigh like he didn’t want to tell me. I gave him a little nudge, prompting him even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. “You said that you think you deserve to be stuck in this place. You don’t feel like you deserve to move on. But you don’t know how to live like this anymore.”

      I couldn’t decide if that was better or worse than sharing my sexual fantasies. Further proof that drunk dialing was always a bad idea.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked again, his voice soft like he genuinely cared.

      I leaned my head against the seat cushion and stared at the ceiling. Earlier it had been spinning, but now it wasn’t, so I guess that was progress.

      Did I want to talk about it?

      August had confided in me about Sasha and his son and how he ended up in prison.

      He had loved and lost, and of all the people I could confide in, I thought he would understand more than anyone else could. Not because our situations were even remotely similar. But because we were both trying to rebuild our lives and figure out how to move on.

      I clamped my lip between my teeth, debating how much to tell him. “My husband isn’t dead,” I said finally. “And he didn’t leave me. Not in the way you might be thinking.” It sounded like I was talking in riddles.

      August lowered the volume on the TV so it was white noise and wouldn’t compete with my voice. “I’m listening.”

      Guess we were doing this.

      And for some reason, I found myself wanting to tell him.

      So I took a deep breath and started from the beginning. “It happened two years ago. Cruz and his younger sister, Frankie, were diehard Lakers fans, so Cruz bought courtside tickets for her birthday. Frankie had spent the day with some friends in LA, so they met at the stadium.”

      I stared blankly at the coffee table while I recounted the story. “After the game, Cruz FaceTimed me while he was walking Frankie to her car. When he made sure she was safe, he walked a couple blocks to the lot where he parked.”

      I could feel August watching me, probably wondering where this story was going. But I stared straight ahead and spun my wedding band around and around with my right thumb and index finger.

      “I heard the locks beep when he got to his car, and then I heard shouting. Cruz must have dropped his phone because the screen went dark. But I heard everything.” I swallowed. “They demanded that Cruz turn over his keys.”

      “He didn’t turn over his keys,” August said quietly.

      I shook my head.

      The last words I ever heard Cruz say were, “Over my dead body, asshole.”

      “My husband wasn’t a fighter in the sense that he never used physical force to get his point across. But for some reason, he decided to fight for that car. It was a brand-new BMW. He’d just gotten it the month before. Growing up, Cruz didn’t have a lot, and when he started making his own money, he spent most of it on Frankie. He wanted to make sure his little sister had everything he never did.”

      “He sounds like a good man,” August said.

      I gave him a grateful smile. It was such a kind thing to say. “He was.” I’d slipped into the past tense, but if August noticed, he didn’t let it show. “He never wanted to spend money on himself, but I persuaded him to buy it.” I sucked in a ragged breath. “I know he loved that car, but I’ll never understand why he chose to fight for it. I was shouting into the phone, begging him to just give them the damn keys. But it was too late.”

      August let out a breath but didn’t say anything.

      I remembered hearing the sickening crack when they bashed his skull with a tire iron.

      I remembered hearing them laughing. Laughing. As if it was all fun and games for them.

      The tires squealing as they drove away.

      And then… nothing.

      My voice cracked. “I later found out they were junkies. One was armed with a baseball bat, the other with a tire iron. And they left my husband for dead in a parking lot. All because of a stupid car.”

      August cursed under his breath.

      I blinked back the tears and steeled myself for what was to come. I wasn’t finished with my story, and I needed to tell it in its entirety.

      I needed forgiveness. Absolution. A way to fix this and make it better.

      August couldn’t give me that. Nobody could. I had to do it for myself, but maybe talking about it would help.

      I cleared my throat. “I did something really stupid,” I confessed, my eyes on my clasped hands. “Really… terrible. I called Cruz’s sister, and I asked her to go and check on Cruz. She was alone in LA, it was late at night, and I sent her to the crime scene.” I squeezed my eyes shut as if it would erase the mental image. “I didn’t know how bad it would be,” I admitted. “She found her brother lying in a pool of blood with a fractured skull. And I just….” I let out a ragged breath. “I’ll never understand how I could have done something like that to her.”

      “Nicola,” he said quietly. “You had no idea what she’d find.”

      I couldn’t let myself off that easily. I should have known better.

      “Cruz’s best friend drove me to the hospital, and when we got there, Cruz had been rushed into surgery.”

      Frankie was alone in the waiting room, with Cruz’s blood on her hands and clothes. I will never ever forget the look of devastation on her face. It still haunted me.

      “It was the longest, most agonizing night of my life, waiting for news.” Not that I had to tell August, he’d been there with his son.

      But he stayed quiet, listening to every word, his quiet strength reassuring.

      “When he came out of surgery, all I cared about was that he was still alive. The doctor told me there’s a window of opportunity in the first seventy-two hours. If they took Cruz off life support, chances were good that he would pass away peacefully.”

      That’s what he called it. A window of opportunity. As if something good would be waiting on the other side, and all I had to do was choose the right window.

      I closed my eyes, feeling shaky.

      August reached for my hand and clasped it in his big, warm, calloused one. For a moment, I stared at our joined hands. It had been so long since someone had held my hand like this. I once told Cruz that handholding was so underrated. For me, it was such an intimate gesture. It said I’ve got you. We’re in this together.

      Such a small, inconsequential thing, but it comforted me and gave me the strength to go on.

      “I didn’t listen to the doctor. And I didn’t listen to Cruz’s sister or his best friend when they asked me to take Cruz off the vent and say goodbye.” I swallowed, brushing my thumb over his knuckles. “I just couldn’t do it. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.”

      Human selfishness knew no bounds.

      And what I’d done was the epitome of selfishness.

      My vision blurred, and I could barely see August through the curtain of tears.

      “So I told the doctor to keep my husband alive at any cost. When they took him off the vent two weeks later, he could breathe on his own, and it gave me hope. But it was a false hope.” August squeezed my hand, drawing my gaze to our clasped hands. “Cruz never came out of the coma. He slipped into a persistent vegetative state and has been like that for two years. And I…”

      With each shallow breath, my heart grew heavier, and another crack formed.

      “I made the wrong choice. Instead of letting him go peacefully, with grace, I prolonged his life and subjected him and everyone who loved him to a life of living hell. And now…” My throat closed up, and I couldn’t get the rest of the words out.

      “You’re punishing yourself for a crime you didn’t commit,” he said. “For loving someone so much that you couldn’t bear to let them go.”

      Oh God. How did he know?

      A sob tore from my throat, and I broke.

      My shoulders shook with the force of my sobs.

      It felt like my heart was cracking down the middle.

      I didn’t know if I was crying for Cruz or myself or if the naked truth of August’s words pushed me over the brink.

      But I couldn’t stop crying.
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      Nicola

      “Hey, hey. You’re okay.” August pulled me into his lap and wrapped his arms around me. My head fell to his shoulder, and he cupped the back of my head, holding me close. “You’re okay, Nicola. I’ve got you.”

      I’ve got you.

      It had been so long since anyone said those words to me that I actually believed them.

      August was so big and strong, and he seemed invincible, even though I knew he wasn’t. But I felt safe in his arms, like nothing could ever hurt me. As if he alone could fight off my demons. Revive something inside of me that had died the night my husband was brutally beaten in a parking lot.

      What a burden to put on someone’s shoulders.

      And yet, I believed that if anyone could carry the weight, it was August.

      My tears soaked the cotton of his shirt, and underneath the palm of my hand, I could feel his heart beating strong and steady.

      The rhythm soothed me, and eventually, I stopped shaking, and my tears dried.

      But August didn’t let me go. He held on like we were on a sinking ship and our lives depended on it.

      We stayed like that, frozen in time for minutes or maybe hours. With my face buried in his chest and his hand stroking my hair.

      His other arm was wrapped around me like a steel band holding all my broken pieces together.

      When I pulled back and wiped the tears off my cheeks, I peered up at him, wondering what he must think of me now. I’d bared my soul to this man, but there was no judgment on his face, only understanding.

      He brushed a piece of hair off my face and caressed my cheek with the backs of his fingers, his touch gentle. As if I was made of spun sugar, and he was afraid I’d shatter in his hands.

      “You can’t spend the rest of your life punishing yourself.” He cupped my chin and forced my eyes to meet his. He wanted me to hear the words and believe them. “You had no idea what the outcome would be. Not even doctors know for certain. Their diagnosis is based on science. They don’t know a patient’s heart and mind, and spirit. Miracles do happen, Nicola. So you took a gamble. You believed he would fight to come back. That your love would be strong enough to bring him back to the other side.”

      Nobody had ever presented it that way. Those were my exact thoughts when I’d made my decision. But how could he have known that? I hadn’t told him.

      Then I remembered his son.

      “Your son…”

      He understood what I was asking without my having to finish. “My son. The doctors said it was a risky procedure but the alternative… it’s not worth thinking about. We took a risk, and luckily, it paid off.”

      “Thank God,” I breathed.

      He nodded. “Unfortunately, your risk didn’t pay off, but you did what you thought was right at that time. And that’s all we can ever do, Nicola. Life is a risk. But if you’re not taking risks, you’re not really living. And what’s the alternative?”

      “You just gotta keep fighting the good fight,” I said, repeating his words. “It’s either that or take a dirt nap.”

      “Exactly. The world needs your scallops with blood orange sauce.”

      We laughed.

      I was so grateful to this man for listening and saying everything I needed to hear.

      “Guilt has never changed the outcome of anything,” he said quietly. “Forgive yourself.”

      As if it was that easy. I carried my guilt with me everywhere and wore it like a badge. But it sounded as if he wasn’t only talking about me but about himself.

      “How about you? Have you forgiven yourself?” My voice came out hoarse from all the crying.

      “Not yet, but I’m working on it.”

      Sharing my story didn’t really change anything. My husband was still in a long-term care facility. My sister-in-law still refused to speak to me. My husband’s best friend still believed I should get a court order. My parents still talked as if Cruz would magically wake up one day and return to his regularly scheduled life.

      Which they’d discussed over dinner tonight, making me wish I’d just let my father disown me for not making an appearance.

      But oddly, I felt better after spilling my guts and crying another river. Lighter, somehow. As if I’d shirked off some of the guilt and blame like a suit that didn’t fit me anymore.

      I didn’t fool myself into thinking it would be easy or that I would wake up tomorrow feeling like everything was right with the world.

      My husband was brutally ripped away from me, and I would always grieve that loss.

      But I’d been stuck in this holding pattern for so long, incapable of moving forward.

      Maybe now I was ready to take some baby steps in the right direction.

      Maybe it was okay to pursue my dreams and to start living again.

      Maybe it was okay to want more.

      “And how about moving on?” I asked. My hand curled around the nape of his neck, my intentions clear. What if we can find a way to move on… together? “Have you found a way to do that?”

      Our gazes met, and his green eyes held me captive. The seconds dragged on as he stared at me in silent contemplation.

      “Working on that too,” he said a few seconds later, his voice strained as my fingers boldly delved into his hair. It was thick and softer than I’d imagined.

      I shifted position, trying to get closer, and… I’m not sure what I intended to do because I was suddenly hyper-aware that I was still in his lap and that he was… hard?

      My eyes widened, and I sucked in a breath at the same time he did. As if we’d both just come to the same realization.

      Gray sweatpants didn’t provide much of a barrier. I could feel his erection pressing against my thigh. His entire body tensed and went rigid when I clutched his t-shirt in my fist, silently begging for more, trying to let him know it was okay.

      His eyes closed, and he shook his head. “I need to go before I end up fucking you on this sofa.”

      “What would be so bad about that?”

      He sighed as he lifted me out of his lap, deposited me on the sofa, then stood and looked down at me. “Trust me. There’s nothing I want more. But you’re drunk, and I don’t want to be the guy you regret tomorrow morning.”

      I wanted to tell him I wouldn’t, but I couldn’t form the words.

      “Drink plenty of water, take two aspirin, and get some sleep,” he said, sounding like a doctor. “See you tomorrow.”

      With those words, he strode away briskly, and before I even had a chance to say thank you or good night, I heard the front door slamming shut behind him. Like he couldn’t get away fast enough.

      It was the second time he’d rejected me. It should have made me feel worse than it did. But instead of feeling the sting of rejection, I felt something altogether different.

      I flopped back against the sofa, boneless. I was drained. Hollowed out from my confession and tears. But those stupid butterflies had invaded my stomach again.

      What had just happened?

      Oh my God.

      I started laughing. And then I laughed harder.

      It was cleansing—the tears and the laughter, almost like a baptism.

      For the first time in two years, I felt something almost foreign to me—hope. It was a powerful drug, and I knew that hope, however fleeting, was the antidote.

      I also knew that August was the key to helping me move on.
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      August

      Pretty sure this was an all-time low. What kind of asshole gets an erection while listening to someone sharing their tragedy?

      Me.

      I was that asshole.

      After I’d charged out of her house last night, I drove around aimlessly because I had zero privacy at the fucking hostel. It was starting to feel like I was doing another stint in the county jail. If the county jail had teenage girls offering threesomes.

      Before Nicola called, two girls staying at the hostel followed me down to the surfer beach. I went down there every night to decompress and to put off returning to my shared bunk room until the last possible moment.

      I was watching the moonlit ocean, minding my own business, and thinking about Sage when the girls approached with a lit joint and offered it to me. I declined and moved to a different spot on the beach, closer to the rocks that buffeted the winds.

      I was hoping they’d take the hint and leave me alone. No such luck. They moved into my line of vision and danced to Morrissey while sticking their tongues down each other’s throats. Guess they thought that made them edgy and cool.

      They couldn’t have been older than eighteen or nineteen.

      “I’m Poppy,” the girl with silver hair said. Her skin glowed like alabaster in the moonlight, and the hem of her oversized flannel flapped in the breeze. Underneath, she wore tiny shorts and a crop top. “We’d be totally up for a threesome. Right, Daria?” She looked to her friend for confirmation.

      “Mmhmm. It’s a full moon,” Daria, the emo chick with black hair and a septum piercing, pointed out. “And you’re hot.”

      “Not interested.”

      “We could make it so good for you.” Poppy dropped to the sand and crawled to me on her hands and knees, purring like a kitten. I’d seen her around the hostel, so I knew she was pretty, with pouty lips and skin kissed by youth’s glow.

      She reminded me of a fragile doll. Breakable. Like Sasha at eighteen.

      But I wasn’t twenty-one anymore, and teenage girls held little appeal.

      Before I could stop it, her hand coasted up my thigh. I shoved it away before she reached my crotch and stood to go. Something I should have done earlier. “You’ve got the wrong guy. I don’t have sex with schoolgirls.”

      Poppy chased me to the wooden staircase and called to me, but her words got lost in the wind as I jogged up the stairs. When I reached the top of the stairs, Nicola called.

      Now, in the light of day, I knew two things for certain.

      One—I needed to get my own place.

      Two—I needed to stop getting a boner like a thirteen-year-old boy every time Nicola brushed past me or smiled or even breathed in my direction.

      I would blame it on five years of abstinence if I didn’t know better.

      When those girls offered sex, my dick hadn’t even stirred. Nothing. Not even a twitch.

      When Ari batted her lashes and put her hand on my thigh… Nada. Zilch.

      Wasn’t it just like me to want the one woman who was off-limits?

      Nicola’s husband might be gone for all intents and purposes, but he was still very much a part of her life, and I didn’t think she was ready to move on with someone new.

      Not that I was looking for a relationship. I had no interest in going down that road again.

      Love hurt like a motherfucker, and I couldn’t put my heart on the line again.

      But even casual sex was a veritable minefield.

      No two ways around it. Nicola would feel guilty. And I already had enough shit to deal with without adding another complication to the mix. Not to mention that we worked together. Correction. I worked for her.

      How much more incentive did I need to stay away?

      None.

      With a firm resolve to keep our relationship strictly professional, I walked through the service entrance into the dim hallway. Crates of produce and vacuum-sealed packs of meat in cardboard boxes lined the entryway. I tossed a fifty-pound bag of granulated sugar over my shoulder and carried it to the kitchen. Empty. No Nicola.

      It was quiet except for the hum of the refrigeration units. The stainless steel gleamed. Steel pots and pans sat neatly in their places, split between the different stations. Columns of white china ran the length of the pass, stowed on shelves beneath the countertop.

      I scanned today’s prep lists dangling from the ticket rack above each station and scratched my head, trying to decipher Luca’s shorthand. It was like trying to crack a computer code. But, luckily, he understood it.

      I added a note at the bottom in all caps: SHARPEN YOUR BLADES. SHALLOTS SHOULD BE FINELY DICED

      After I wrote notes for each cook, I sorted through the produce—heirloom tomatoes, tender stem broccoli, potatoes, and carrots with the soil clinging to them—then grabbed my clipboard from the office. The sheaf of papers was thick, each one containing to-do lists, emails to send, calls to make, and items to order.

      The key was to stay focused on work so my thoughts wouldn’t wander…

      To Nicola’s bee-stung lips that I wanted to sink my teeth into. I wanted to hear the little sounds she made when I was buried deep inside her.

      Would she like it rough? Dirty? Would she beg if I asked her to?

      Her body was fucking perfect. All lush curves and silky skin. Those mile-long legs that I imagined wrapped around me as I drove into her. Relentless. Punishing.

      Her scent. Heady and sweet. Intoxicating.

      Just the thought of it made my dick stir.

      Keep it in check, asshole.

      I remembered how she broke last night—her sorrow and grief—and I shoved the other thoughts out of my head and focused on that instead.

      I poured a cup of coffee from the freshly brewed pot on the burner and carried it into the dining room along with my clipboard.

      Mornings, I preferred to sit at the velvet banquette in the back to do my paperwork. It was quiet and peaceful in the empty dining room with a view of the beach.

      But as soon as I sat down, I realized I wasn’t alone. Female voices, one of which was Nicola’s, drifted from the terrace through the open door. Their backs were to me, and they were sitting on striped deck chairs with their feet propped on the railing.

      I had no intention of eavesdropping, so I half-stood, ready to go back into the kitchen to give them their privacy.

      Until I heard my name and the word porn used in the same sentence. Not my actual name, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that I was ‘Pistachio Guy.’

      My ass hit the seat. I wasn’t going anywhere.
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      Nicola

      “Maybe Pistachio Guy is into trauma porn,” Scarlett mused. “It’s a thing.”

      I stared at her. “I don’t even want to know why you know that.” I took a sip of my coffee and watched the waves roll in. It was early, and the sun was still behind us, but sunglasses shielded my eyes because… hangover from hell. It was a wonder I could even form a coherent sentence. “It wasn’t my story that got him hard. I was sitting in his lap.”

      “Okay, well, you could have mentioned that part.” She flicked my arm like we were twelve again. Sometimes when Scarlett and I hung out, we regressed.

      “How else would I have noticed that his dick was hard?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t realize you actually felt it. I thought you just saw it. Gray sweatpants don’t exactly hide much.” She knew this because I’d relayed every detail of August’s visit, including what he wore. “That’s why I keep buying them for Dylan. He has about a dozen pairs in his closet. But he’s not allowed to leave the house in them.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “You’re crazy,” I said, but my tone was affectionate.

      I didn’t know what I would do without Scarlett. We’d been together through thick and thin, good times and bad, and all the in-between.

      When Cruz asked me to marry him, he asked if he needed Scarlett’s blessing. He was joking. Kind of. Our bond was unbreakable and had stood the test of time.

      “Just protecting my assets,” she said. “I don’t want all the housewives of Costa del Rey drooling over my husband.”

      “I can honestly tell you I have never drooled over Dylan.” It probably helped that Scarlett had been crushing on him since she was eleven. By virtue of my best friend status, that automatically declared Dylan off-limits for all of eternity. He’d always belonged to Scarlett and always would, so I’d never looked at him that way.

      “You’re practically the only one. You should see how the mothers at school act around him. You would think they’d never seen a hot guy before,” she huffed. “Although he is in a league of his own.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. I wondered if Scarlett knew about my conversation with Dylan yesterday. She hadn’t mentioned it, so I assumed she didn’t.

      “Anyway, back to Pistachio Guy. When do I get to meet him?”

      “You act like we’re dating. We haven’t even kissed yet. And I don’t even know if he wants to,” I admitted. After the way he’d charged out of my house last night, it was doubtful.

      “He wouldn’t have gotten hard if he wasn’t into you.”

      “He’s a guy. Of course, he would have.”

      “Yeah, okay. You might have a point there. But he’d be crazy not to want you. You’re hot. Just about every guy wants you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re biased.”

      “Oh, please. It’s been that way since junior high and all through high school, and it’s still true now. But the real question is, are you ready to be with him?” She gave me a pointed look.

      I sighed and slumped lower in my seat. That was the real question, wasn’t it? Maybe it was why August ran so fast last night. I’d poured out my heart about another man—my husband. What man in his right mind wouldn’t run the other way?

      I finished my coffee while I stared at the drifting clouds as if they had the answer.

      “I don’t know,” I said finally. “It’s been so long since I even looked at another man, and I….” I rolled my head on the seat to look at her. She smiled, encouraging me to finish my thought. “I want to. I want it more than anything. But I feel so guilty for wanting someone else, you know?”

      She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I know. And I know I would feel the same way. But sometimes people come into your life for a reason. Think about it… he showed up now, not two years ago. I feel like that means something.”

      “It means that he was in prison.” I’d told her the whole August Harper story this morning, so now she knew everything. “So it would have been hard for him to show up two years ago.”

      She ignored my sarcasm. “See? It’s fate. A sign from the universe. What if this is Cruz’s way of looking out for you? Did you ever consider that?”

      I snorted. “No. August Harper is the last guy Cruz would send my way.” Not that I actually believed in any of that. “Cruz had nothing to do with August being here in Costa del Rey. That was purely a coincidence.”

      “Well, you never know. Life works in mysterious ways.” She gave me a secretive little smile that immediately made me suspicious.

      “Do you know something I don’t?”

      “No. But I think you’re ready to start living again. And what better way to get back in the game than to kiss someone? Obviously, you can do more than just kiss him but start there. Right now. Today. Just take a risk and do it.” She punctuated her words with an air punch. She sounded like a Nike commercial.

      “Nice pep talk.” I slid my sunglasses down my nose and narrowed my eyes at her. “Why are you being the devil on my shoulder?”

      “Angels don’t have nearly as much fun.” Her feet hit the ground, and she stood up from her chair. “Don’t worry, babe. I’ve got this.” With a smirk, she crossed the deck and went inside.

      What was that supposed to mean?

      It was only when I stood and turned to face the door that I saw what she was smirking about. Scarlett must have left the door wide open. She was the last one out.

      For someone who looked angelic, my best friend could be evil sometimes. She was just lucky I loved her.

      Which begged the next question.

      How much had he heard?
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      Nicola

      I got my answer about an hour later.

      As soon as Scarlett left me on the deck, she’d gotten cozy with August in the booth. I had no idea what they’d talked about. After the initial introduction, I’d left them together and retreated to my office, where I threw myself into organizing, tossing, and filing paperwork.

      It was the first time in two years that I could see the surface of my desk.

      Armed with a pack of wipes and a bottle of cleaning spray, I tackled the wall of shelves next. They were heaving under the weight of hundreds of cookbooks I’d been collecting since I was twelve. Some girls loved reading romance novels. I read cookbooks and chef’s memoirs under the covers with a flashlight. What a geek.

      A layer of dust coated the jackets. I ran a wipe and a loving hand over a hardcover edition of Escoffier, my culinary bible.

      A sound from the doorway had me turning.

      August stood on the threshold and gripped the top of the doorframe. I didn’t know where to look first—at his flexed muscles that showed off his veiny forearms, the broad shoulders in a gray t-shirt that hugged his six-pack abs, or at his face. I loved his face. Squared jaw, full lips, and those sea-green eyes that were studying my face so intently that, once again, I was so tongue-tied that I didn’t utter a single word.

      I shouldn’t be comparing this man to my husband, but I couldn’t help but notice the differences.

      When Cruz used to look at me, it felt like a warm hug. Safety and comfort.

      When August looked at me, heat blazed through my body, and I felt like I might catch on fire and combust.

      His eyes lowered to the book I was hugging to my chest. “That’s where I got my name.”

      His name?

      My brow furrowed, and it took me a few seconds to figure out what he meant. Then, finally, I looked down at the book. The chef who wrote it was Auguste Escoffier. Which meant that August was named after one of the first celebrity chefs in the world. A man who had revolutionized French cooking in the early twentieth century.

      With a name like that, August was almost destined to become a great chef. “Are your parents French?” Harper didn’t sound like a French name. “Are they chefs?”

      “Yes, my mother was French. And yes, my parents were chefs. They met at culinary school. Got married, moved to LA, and eventually opened their own place.”

      It would have been a romantic story if not for the past tense. “They’ve passed away?”

      He nodded and released his grip on the doorframe, his hands falling to his sides. His expression remained neutral. Stoic. August was a master at hiding his emotions. Unlike me, you couldn’t read his face.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He lifted one shoulder in a shrug as if it was no big deal that his parents were dead. “Don’t be. It was a long time ago.”

      “Who raised you?”

      “Nobody, really. I grew up in foster care.”

      His parents died, and he was put in foster care. I couldn’t think of anything sadder.

      He’d just shared a big piece of himself with me, but my curiosity was piqued, and I wanted more. I wanted to know everything about August Harper. “How old were you?”

      “My mother died right after I was born. Complications from the birth.” He held up his left arm. I saw the quote tattooed on his inner forearm before, but now it took on a new meaning: But the fighter still remains.

      August was the fighter. He’d survived, but his mother hadn’t.

      “What’s it from? That quote?”

      “It’s a line from ‘The Boxer.’ I heard a busker singing it, and it felt right.” He lowered his arm and tucked his hand in the pocket of his black cargo pants. “It was the day I met you, actually. He was busking at the farmer’s market.”

      “Was it before or after the kiss?”

      “After. I tossed some pistachios into his guitar case.”

      “You didn’t.”

      He laughed. “I did. And I told him they’re worth their weight in gold. He didn’t look convinced.”

      I laughed. That was priceless. But then I sobered, remembering that he’d been orphaned. “And your dad?”

      “My father died when I was seven. Drunk driving accident.”

      He’d been dealt one tragedy after another, all by the age of seven. Maybe that was why he seemed so stoic at times. He understood loss and had learned it at an early age. My heart ached for him. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. My father was the drunk who got behind the wheel.”

      “But still. I can’t even imagine….” Not having parents. My parents drove me nuts sometimes, but I was raised with so much love. Growing up, they were always there for Luca and me. I couldn’t imagine my life without them.

      “Like I said, it was a long time ago,” August said, brushing it away like it wasn’t even worthy of discussion. “And in case you were wondering, I’m not into trauma porn.”

      It was an abrupt subject change, and it took me a moment to understand his meaning. But then it hit me, and my cheeks flushed. I turned, giving him my back, and replaced the book on its shelf before facing him again. “I wasn’t.”

      “Good. And as for wanting to kiss you….” He advanced into the room, and with each measured footstep, the beating of my heart amplified. It was so loud I wouldn’t be surprised if he heard it. “I want to do a hell of a lot more than just kiss you.”

      “Oh?” I croaked, pressing my back against the shelves.

      “Mmhmm. But…”

      My stomach sank. There was always a but, wasn’t there? I held up my hand to stop him from naming all the reasons why this was a bad idea. “You don’t have to say it. I get it.”

      He tilted his head and studied my face. “What do you get?”

      I swallowed, lowering my eyes. “It’s complicated. We’re complicated. And I’m sure plenty of women would be more than happy to….” I waved my hand in the air and tried to find the right word for what August could do with these fictional women.

      Fuck them. Fall in love. Have beautiful babies together.

      The possibilities were endless, and what he did with other women shouldn't matter to me. But just the thought of him with another woman turned my stomach.

      “Hook up with you,” I settled on. His mouth curved into a half-smile, and I saw the amusement in his eyes but ignored it and forged on. “So yeah, it would be easier for you to find someone else. I mean, maybe you already have.” I shrugged as if I didn’t care one way or the other. “It’s none of my business.”

      His lips twitched. “None of your business, huh? So you don’t care how many women I’ve been hooking up with. Good to know.”

      He made it sound like it was not just one but multiple women. Not that I could blame him. Or them. August was gorgeous. And it was never so apparent as at this very moment when he stood in front of me, an arms-length away, close enough to touch yet so out of reach.

      I curled my hands into fists and dug my fingernails into my palms to stop myself from reaching out to touch him. “No. Like I said, we’re…”

      “Complicated,” he finished.

      “Yeah.”

      “We are. And you’re right.” He ran his hand over the scruff on his jaw, his eyes narrowed in thought. “It would be a hell of a lot easier to hook up with someone else. Someone with no strings attached. Which is really all I want,” he added.

      My stomach sank. Even though I knew that, hearing the words felt like a sucker punch. My imagination went into overdrive, and I conjured up images of August with other women. In my head, they all looked like Sasha. Petite. Blonde. Ethereal.

      If this was an 80s movie, Sasha would be cast as the Manic Pixie Dream Girl.

      In other words, the opposite of me.

      “In fact,” August continued. “If I made a list of pros and cons, there would be more reasons to stay away than to get closer.”

      Contrary to his words, he took another step closer. The air was charged, buzzing with electricity, and the tension was so palpable I could almost taste it on my tongue.

      “But the funny thing about me….” Another step and my breath hitched. “Easy has never been my style.”

      With the next step, he was standing so close that I could feel the heat emanating from his body. When I breathed in his scent, it made me dizzy.

      Our gazes locked and held. “What is your style?” My voice was no louder than a whisper.

      “Apparently…” I was barely breathing while I waited for his response. “It’s you.”

      He pinned me against the wall of books so his body was flush against mine, and I could feel his whole length. His hard chest pressed against my breasts. His erection pressed against my stomach.

      “And it fucking pisses me off,” he growled.

      “Why?” I rolled my hips just enough to taunt him and saw his eyes darken, but his jaw clenched like he was still trying to hold back.

      “Because I don’t want to want you,” he gritted.

      “The feeling is mutual.” My fingers curled around the nape of his neck. “Kiss me.”

      His hands met my waist, but he made no move to grant my request. “You sure that’s what you want?” His eyes flitted over my face, searching for clues.

      How much clearer could I make it? I was practically throwing myself at him. “I want you to do more than just kiss me.”

      His thumbs, rough and calloused, slid under the waistband of my black pants and brushed over the soft, sensitive skin just below my hip bone. “I thought you weren’t ready for this.”

      “You shouldn’t have been eavesdropping.”

      His eyes were hooded, fingers biting into my skin as if he wanted to punish me for daring to make him want me. “I do a lot of things I shouldn’t.”

      Then his lips crashed down on mine.

      A shot of adrenaline surged through my veins, and I thought my body would burst when his hot, expert lips closed in on mine.

      He sucked my tongue into his mouth, a groan erupting from the back of his throat that had me squeezing my thighs together and tugging on the ends of his hair.

      I was frantic and desperate, and everything all at once.

      “This is a terrible idea,” he murmured against my lips as he pressed himself into me and grasped my jaw, deepening the kiss.

      His tongue stroked the roof of my mouth, turning my limbs into liquid.

      I fisted his t-shirt. “The absolute worst.”

      Our chests heaved, rising and falling in sync as he hooked his hands around the backs of my thighs and lifted me up.

      My legs wrapped around his waist, and my back slammed against the shelves with so much force a pile of books teetering on the edge hit the ground.

      I threw my head back with a laugh, feeling slightly unhinged.

      “But the best ideas always are,” he said before claiming my lips again.

      The consequences of our actions were completely forgotten in the heat of the moment.

      He dug his erection between my thighs, and my core clenched. The throb intensified when he grabbed handfuls of my ass cheeks and squeezed them in his palms.

      His tongue trailed down my neck, sucking hard on the skin just below my collarbone.

      “More,” I begged, clawing at his shoulders, my back arching away from the bookcase. It had been so long since someone had touched me like this. I wanted more. I wanted everything he had to give me.

      “Fuck me.” I panted, my hands clutching the back of his head, fingers digging into his scalp.

      “So crass.” He rolled his hips between my legs, eliciting an involuntary moan from me. “So greedy. You deserve a bed,” he rasped.

      “Beds are overrated.”

      “Your office has a glass wall.”

      At that moment, I didn’t care about getting caught. I didn’t care about anything except chasing the high and finding a release for all my pent-up sexual frustration. “Then we’d better be quick.”

      “Pretty sure that won’t be a problem.”

      I grabbed his face in my hands and gave him another soul-searing kiss. “Good. I want it fast and dirty.”

      “You’re in luck. That’s my specialty.”

      He spun, still holding me, and careened toward the desk, then lowered me to the ground, my body sliding against his before my feet hit the ground and our mouths collided again.

      We couldn’t stop kissing.

      My nails raked down his back while he freed my hair from the topknot. The hairpins hit the surface of the desk with a ping as he slid each one out until my hair tumbled around my shoulders.

      Then he spun me around to face the desk, the edge hitting my hip bones.

      “You sure about this?” he asked.

      I felt like I might die if I didn’t have him right now. I was already so wet for him that I’d probably orgasm as soon as his skin touched mine. “I’m positive.”

      Rough hands pushed my pants down and over my hips. Peeled off my panties. Kicked my legs apart.

      With the flat of his hand, he pressed down on my back, bending me over the desk with my ass in the air. His fingers trailed up my spine, pressing down as if counting each vertebra. Then he guided my hands above my head and flattened my palms on the desk, his voice low in my ear, his soft breath skating across my neck.

      “Don’t move,” he commanded.

      I heard him unzip his pants and then a moment’s hesitation before I felt him pressed against me. Hot. Thick. Swollen. So impossibly hard that it made my clit throb.

      I lifted my head, looking over my shoulder as he fisted his cock, his eyes hooded, lips parted. So fucking sexy that I almost had an orgasm from the sight alone.

      My mouth watered. I wanted to taste him. Touch him.

      My nails dug into the wood when he dragged his dick through my slick folds. “Fuck. You’re so wet,” he rasped, and then, without warning, he drove into me so hard and so fast that a startled gasp escaped my lips and my cheek banged against the desk.

      Oh, God. This fullness. It was almost too much. Almost.

      With his hands gripping my hips, he thrust so deep it almost hurt, but I met him thrust for thrust.

      His arm wrapped around my stomach, his hand in my hair, yanking my head off the desk as he reached between us to where we were joined and rubbed my clit.

      “Come for me,” he gritted out. “I’m not gonna last much longer.”

      And that was all it took. As if I could come on command, I clenched around him, my body convulsing as the orgasm crashed over me with so much force that my legs gave out.

      With one more thrust, he came on a curse and collapsed on top of me, his warm breath on my neck, his teeth grazing my shoulder.

      For a few seconds, we stayed like that, spent and boneless.

      “Fuck,” he said when he pulled out of me.

      “What?” I stood on shaky legs and pulled my clothes back on before turning to face him.

      “I didn’t use any protection.”

      “It’s fine. We’re fine. I’m clean.”

      “So am I, but—”

      “Then we’re good,” I said firmly.

      Silence descended and I couldn’t meet his eyes.

      The evidence of my betrayal dripped down my thighs. Now that it was over, I didn’t know what to say or do.

      “Nic,” Ari called.

      August stepped back and put some distance between us just as Ari poked her head inside my door.

      “Good morning,” she called cheerily. I gave her a dorky little wave. Her eyes ping-ponged between August and me as a slow smile spread across her face. “Looks like someone’s day is off to a good start,” she singsonged.

      “August was just helping me… um, organize my office,” I finished weakly. My office that smelled like sex. Just like me.

      She snickered. “Sure, he was.”

      “Why are you here so early?” I smoothed my hand over my hair and tried to act normal.

      “Interviews. Remember?”

      “Oh. Yeah. Right. I remember.” Totally forgot.

      “Okay, well, I’ll leave you two to get on with… all that organizing.” She was laughing as she walked away. When she was gone, I let out a sigh of relief.

      “All good?” August asked, studying my face a little too closely. Whatever he saw there caused his brows to furrow in concern.

      “Yeah.” I forced a smile and looked away. “It’s all good. I’m just…” I brushed past him and was halfway out the door before I finished my sentence. “I need some air. Be back soon.”

      I hurried down the hallway, burst out of the door, and made a mad dash for the parking lot.
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      Nicola

      It was only when I’d gotten safely inside my car that I let out a breath. I’d just had sex with another man, and the world hadn’t ended. God didn’t smite me down. My wedding band didn’t catch fire and burn me to ash.

      I was still standing.

      I lifted a shaky hand and flipped down the visor. I studied my face in the small mirror. My cheeks were flushed, and my lips were red and puffy from kissing. But if eyes were the window to the soul, mine was surely black. Because I looked… happy. Vibrant. More alive than I had in years.

      I ran my fingers through the tangles in my hair. I smelled like sex. I smelled like August.

      What have you done, Nicola?

      I could justify it by telling myself that it was a mistake. I’d gotten caught up in the moment. These things happen. I missed sex, and I just needed to get it out of my system.

      No harm, no foul.

      No need to go back for seconds or thirds.

      But that would be a lie.

      I’d wanted August from the very beginning. From the day I’d walked into that little Vietnamese restaurant in Laguna and saw him standing behind the counter in all his August Harper glory.

      I’d wanted him when I was sixteen, and God help me, I still wanted him now.

      I’m sorry, Cruz. You’re still my always and forever, and you always will be. But you’re not here.

      Another crack in my heart.

      I scrolled through my phone, and when I found what I was looking for, I hit play. Then I leaned my head against the seat with my eyes closed and listened to the song on repeat.

      It played on an endless loop, and I got lost in the music, seeking clues from every lyric.

      This song would forever remind me of August Harper, no matter what happened with us.

      I felt torn between two men—my past and my present—and I had no idea what the future held. But like August said last night, life is a risk. And if you don’t take risks, you’re merely surviving, not living.

      Was it so wrong that I wanted to find a way to live again?

      Was I cheating on Cruz if he wasn’t really here?

      I wouldn’t have even considered it if August had come back into my life two years ago. Then, my grief had been too raw and all-consuming. And now it was still there, but it didn’t have claws and teeth anymore. Instead, it was a dull ache, and scars were forming where there once had been an open wound.

      A knock sounded on my window, and I jumped, my hand flying to my heart.

      I rolled down my window and scowled at Luca. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What the hell are you doing?” He held up his hands. “Don’t answer that. I don’t wanna know.”

      “I’m just hanging out in my car, taking a little breather.” No idea why I was sitting in my parked car, but here we were.

      “What the fuck are you listening to?”

      I snatched up my phone and turned off the music just as the final chords of “The Boxer” played. The soundtrack for my contemplation. “It’s Mumford & Sons.” As if I listened to that band every day. But their cover version was good, and I didn’t have to defend myself or my music choices to my brother. “What do you need?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and bit his lip. “Okay, hear me out. You have a big-ass house, and you don’t exactly pay me a shitload of money, so I need a place to crash for a while.”

      I stared at him. “You want to move in with me?”

      “Yeah. It’ll just be for a while. You’ll barely know I’m there.”

      Sure, I wouldn’t. Luca was a slob. He currently shared a house with a bunch of other guys, and the last time I visited, I couldn’t even see the floor of his room.

      Not to mention that he partied a lot, and his place was a revolving door of girls. My brother was a hit-and-quit-it kind of guy. “Nope. No way.”

      “Come on, Nic. I’ll stay out of your hair. Promise.”

      “I thought you liked your independence.” Translation: I need privacy, especially now that I’m having sex with my sous chef.

      Not that I would have sex with August in the bed I’d shared with Cruz… oh, my God. This was a disaster. I was a terrible person. A terrible person who had no intention of giving up sex with August.

      But Luca would figure it out, and I didn’t want him getting all up in my business.

      “I do. But I had an issue with one of my housemates,” he admitted.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What kind of issue?”

      “No biggie. But things are a bit tense right now.” My eyes narrowed to slits. He rolled his eyes. “My housemates put it to a vote, and they evicted me,” he said with a shrug.

      “It sounds like the Big Brother house.”

      “Not far off,” he muttered.

      “What did you do? Sleep with someone’s girlfriend?” I joked. He winced, and my eyes widened. “You ass.” I leaned out my window and smacked his arm. He jumped back from my car, so I couldn’t inflict more damage. “Seriously?”

      He grabbed the back of his neck, his eyes on the ground, and that was all the answer I needed. Luca had never been able to lie to my face.

      “Oh, my god, Luca. You’re such a hound dog. I can’t believe you.”

      He snorted. “You’re one to talk.”

      My eyes narrowed on him again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing.” He held up his hands. “I don’t want to get involved. Just let me move in. I already spoke to the rents, and they think it’s a great idea.”

      My jaw dropped. “You… what?”

      He smirked when my phone rang. The Benedetti hotline. I checked the screen, confirming it was my mother. Her timing, as always, was impeccable. “You are such an asshole.” Despite myself, a laugh burst out of me.

      “Love you too, sis.” He gave me the “I love you” hand gesture. “I’ll bring my stuff over after work tonight.”

      On that note, he strode away and left me to deal with my mother. And my sex hair. And my guilty conscience.
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      I returned to work forty-five minutes later after a quick shower and a Come to Jesus moment on the drive back. This didn’t have to be a big deal. August and I were two consenting adults having some fun. He wasn’t looking for a relationship, and neither was I. So why not just enjoy it for what it was—sex with no strings attached.

      We wouldn’t get emotionally involved. Nobody would get hurt or get in too deep. We’d stay in the shallow end, and when we were done having our fun, we could wade back to shore and call it a day.

      It was the perfect solution, and I felt so good about my decision that I was smiling when I walked into the kitchen and searched for August.

      I wanted to apologize for running out on him like that and reassure him that I was fine and we were good.

      But he wasn’t here.

      “Where’s August?” I asked Luca, who was making a pot of stock from the lobster shells.

      “I don’t know. He took off.”

      “What? Where is he?”

      “No idea. The last I saw, he was talking to that blonde yoga instructor. But that was after I saw you sitting in your car like a freak. Haven’t seen him since.”

      “The blonde…” Sasha? Why was he with Sasha? “And he left with her? Where did they go?”

      Luca let out an exasperated sigh. “How the fuck should I know? Unlike you, I don’t keep tabs on August Harper’s every move.”

      I ignored Luca’s comment and chewed on my lip. Should I call August and make sure he’s okay? Should I text him?

      I ducked outside and scanned the spot under the palm trees where Sasha held her yoga classes. There was no sign of Sasha or August.

      I pulled out my phone and wrote a text. Deleted it and wrote another one. Deleted that, too, because it sounded too clingy.

      Was it any of my business where he went or why he took off with his ex?

      As his employer, I had every right to ask, but my reasons for wanting to know had absolutely nothing to do with his job.

      So, I pocketed my phone and tried to shove away my niggling doubts and stay focused on my prep work.

      But with each hour that passed with no sign of August, the angrier I got. My jaw hurt from clenching it so tightly, and I wouldn’t be surprised if my molars ground to dust.

      What an asshole. I couldn’t believe he would just take off like that.
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      August

      “You can see her now,” the nurse said.

      Thank fuck. I hated hospital waiting rooms. The smell alone conjured up memories of all those long, debilitating hours of waiting to hear news about Sage’s surgeries.

      “Is she okay?” I asked as I followed the nurse down the hallway.

      “Mother and baby are doing just fine.”

      I let out a breath of relief and walked into Sasha’s room. She was sitting up in the bed wearing a hospital gown, her right wrist encased in a bandage, but I was happy to see that she had some color in her face again. On the drive to the hospital, she looked so pale and fragile.

      “Hey. How are you feeling?”

      “Much better now. Sorry about all this.”

      I waved away her apology. My gaze dipped to the IV in her arm. “I’m just glad I was there.” I’d been there only because I was headed to the parking lot to speak to Nicola. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have witnessed the accident. “I could have killed that asshole.”

      “Pretty sure you scared the shit out of him. He was dangling like one of those cartoon characters,” she said with a laugh. “I’m glad you didn’t punch him. It wouldn’t have been a fair fight.”

      True. The kid was thin and scrawny, and the top of his head barely reached my chin. “I had to restrain myself. I wanted to beat the shit out of him.” I flexed my hands. “He deserved that and more. The little punk.”

      She laughed again, amused by my words. “You used to be a little punk too.”

      I scoffed. “I was never a skater boy.” There was only one chair in the room, and it held her clothes and her bag. So I leaned against the wall, folded my arms over my chest, and crossed my ankles.

      “You were too busy playing it cool on your motorcycle,” she teased.

      “I wasn’t playing, babe. I was cool as shit.”

      She laughed, and then her humor faded as my words sank in. I’d called her babe. A slip of the tongue. I cleared my throat and steered the conversation to safer territory. “What did the doctor say?”

      “He’s just waiting for the bloodwork, and if everything is fine, he’ll release me.”

      My brow furrowed. “Why did they have to run blood work? Is something wrong with the baby? Did the fall—”

      “No. It’s fine. Just routine.”

      “Are you sure?” I scanned the bruises on her arm from falling after that asshole cut right in front of her.

      “I’m sure. Stop panicking,” she said softly.

      I pushed my hand through my hair and let out a breath. The baby wasn’t even mine, but pregnancy complications were one of my worst fears for obvious reasons. And even though Sasha and I were no longer together, I couldn’t just stop caring. Love didn’t work that way. You couldn’t turn it on and off whenever it was convenient.

      When I’d been with Sasha, I was all in, just like everything I’d ever done.

      There were no half-measures in my life. You were either fully invested or you weren’t.

      I wasn’t in love with her anymore, but like I’d told Nicola, a part of me would always care about Sasha. And when I saw that kid cut in front of her and she got thrown from her bike, I damn near had a heart attack.

      “Where’s Travis? He should be here,” I said gruffly.

      “He flew to Australia last night. Otherwise, he would be.”

      “Have you told him what happened?”

      “Not yet.” She smoothed her hand over the sheet covering her legs. “I don’t want him worrying about me.”

      “Why the fuck not? It’s his kid. You’re his wife.”

      She sighed. “I know that. I’ll call him when they release me to let him know everything is fine.”

      It was none of my business, I reminded myself. But I couldn’t help asking, “Did you used to do this with me?”

      “Do what?”

      “Keep important things from me?”

      She speared me with a look. “That’s rich coming from you.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m talking about when you were pregnant with Sage.”

      “No. You came to all my appointments and hovered around me like a mother hen. You knew more about my pregnancy than I did.”

      I rolled out my shoulders. “I was worried.”

      “I know. And I understand why. Remember that scan?” Her eyes met mine, and she didn’t have to tell me which scan she meant. It was the twenty-week scan. We expected a gender reveal but got much more than we bargained for. That scan told us Sage would be born with a congenital heart defect. “I was so scared, and you were….”

      “What was I?” I asked, prompting her to finish her thought. I had no idea if she still had any good memories of me left or if they’d all been obliterated by the dark cloud, a.k.a. my prison sentence.

      “Great. You were great,” she said with a soft smile. “You told me everything would be okay, and our love for him would be enough to get him over every obstacle. You said that we wouldn’t treat him like a sick kid. We would give him the best childhood that any kid could ask for. You stayed strong through it all, August. You were my rock. I could never have done it without you.” Tears shone in her eyes. “And even though I hated you for what you did, I will always be grateful for those first two and a half years when you showed up for Sage.”

      I didn’t know how to handle her words or all the emotions they invoked. Truth was that I’d been scared shitless. But I was relieved to hear she’d never suspected how deep-seated my fears were about that diagnosis or what it would mean for our son’s future.

      In relationships, I guess the two people involved kept secrets to protect each other.

      Luckily, the doctor chose that moment to enter the room, saving me from having to respond.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I returned to the restaurant, it was four o’clock already, and I felt like shit for deserting Nicola. But after Sasha was released, we picked up Sage from school, and I spent some time with my son. It felt weird driving Sage home from school, the three of us in my truck like a normal family.

      When I was dropping them off, Travis FaceTimed. A much-needed dose of reality.

      The past twenty-four hours had been an emotional overload—reuniting with Sage, listening to Nicola’s story, sex with Nicola.

      Sex with Nicola.

      It was quick and dirty and over all too soon for my liking. That was not how I’d anticipated it to happen. I almost felt I should apologize, but it wasn’t as if I’d forced myself on her. She’d wanted it as much as I had, so there was nothing to apologize for.

      Although now, judging by her set jaw, it looked like she was having second thoughts. Was she angry with me?

      Fuck. I didn’t know how to read her.

      “Sorry about leaving like that. Won’t happen again.” I’d texted her a few hours ago and said something had come up but kept it vague. “I had an emergency. I needed to—”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation. It’s fine,” she said, her voice clipped. “Is everything okay now?”

      She didn’t sound like she cared one way or the other, but I answered anyway, my eyes never straying from her face. “Yeah, it’s all good.”

      “Good. That’s the only thing that matters.” She plastered on a fake smile, and I wanted to say more, but there were too many people around, and this wasn’t the time or place to have a private conversation. “Can you take care of the family meal tonight?” she asked coolly.

      As if I didn’t do the family meal every night. “No problem.”

      “Good.” She turned on her heel and walked away, leaving me to wonder if she regretted having sex with me or if it was something else.

      No sooner was she gone when Luca thrust a container against my chest. “Do these shallots pass your inspection, chef?” he asked in the smart-ass tone he sometimes used whenever I pointed out areas that needed improvement.

      Namely the knife skills he was so proud of.

      I looked down at the container of diced shallots. “They look fine.”

      “That’s what you asked for. Finely diced, right?”

      “Right,” I said, keeping my tone even.

      “Do you want to check the carrots I julienned? Just to make sure they pass your inspection?”

      I looked him in the eye and kept my voice low so the others wouldn’t overhear. “Lose the attitude, Luca. The recipe calls for finely diced shallots, and on Saturday, I noticed that yours were cut too roughly. I thought you’d correct it on Sunday, so I gave you the benefit of the doubt, but you didn’t, so I made a note on your prep sheet. That’s all it was. A simple reminder to do it the right way.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Your way, you mean.”

      “No. Not my way. The right way. There’s a difference, and you damn well know it. You’ve been doing it correctly all along. You slipped up. It’s no big deal. Let it go.” He stared at me in stony silence. I raised my brows. “Something else on your mind?”

      He let out a breath and shook his head. “Nah. I’ve just been… a little distracted lately.”

      I noticed. “It happens. But once you walk through that door, you leave all your personal shit outside. It has no place in a kitchen.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He turned to go, but I stopped him with my words. “If you ever wanna talk, I’m a good listener.”

      “Thanks, man. I’m good.”

      Seven long hours later, when the night ended, I finally got to talk to Nicola. Even though we’d worked closely together, it felt like she was putting distance between us. Giving me the cold shoulder. Which made me think that what happened in her office had been a huge mistake. One that should not, under any circumstances, be repeated.

      Although the other part of my brain, the one ruled by my dick, felt the opposite. It might have been quick and dirty, but sex with Nicola was fucking intense.

      “You want to tell me what’s going on with you?” I said when we stopped next to her Jeep under the dim glow of a streetlight.

      We’d never gotten the chance to talk about what happened in her office because she took off. If we were going to work together, we couldn’t just let it go and pretend everything was fine when clearly it wasn’t.

      She leaned against the door and folded her arms over her chest. “I just…” She let out a breath and averted her gaze.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to mask my impatience. “You just what?”

      “I don’t know how to act or what to think.” She met my eyes directly. “You’re the first man I’ve been with since….”

      Her husband. “And you feel guilty,” I finished.

      She laughed a little, not a merry sound, and looked up at the sky. “I don’t know. I don’t feel as guilty as I thought I would. As I probably should.” Her eyes lowered, and I could see the uncertainty on her face like she was trying to make sense of this but couldn’t. “And that makes me feel like a horrible person.”

      “You’re not a horrible person. Not even close.”

      She sighed and lowered her arms, clasping her hands in front of her. “Luca said he saw you with Sasha.”

      There it was. Was she jealous? “Yeah. Some guy on a skateboard cut right in front of her. I just happened to be walking past at the time… I was going to check on you,” I admitted.

      “Oh God. Is she okay?”

      This time she sounded as if she genuinely cared. “Yeah, she’s fine. The baby’s fine. But her husband is away, and I just wanted to make sure someone was there for her.”

      “Of course.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry I acted so weird earlier. My emotions were all over the place, and when I heard you were with Sasha, I wasn’t sure what to think.”

      That explained a lot. I was relieved to know this was more about my being with Sasha than her thinking sex had been a mistake. “Look, this is uncharted territory for me too. I’m not really sure how we’re supposed to be acting.” I pushed my hand through my hair and blew out a breath. “I haven’t been with anyone since Sasha.”

      “You haven’t?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lip. “I got the impression that you’d been with other girls.”

      “Even if I had been, you wouldn’t care. You told me so yourself.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I lied.”

      I laughed. “I know.”

      She smacked my arm. So physical, this girl. “I don’t want to care.”

      “Pretty sure we’ve both made that clear.”

      “What now?” She looked at me like I had all the answers. But I was too tired to think straight.

      I stifled a yawn. “Bed. To sleep,” I added when her brows shot up. “Separately.”

      She sagged against the car door like it had just hit her how tired she was. “It’s been a rough couple of days, hasn’t it?”

      Couldn’t argue with that. “Yup.” We were quiet for a beat, lost in our own thoughts.

      “Oh! How did it go with your son? I forgot to ask.”

      “A bottle and a half of wine would do that,” I teased.

      She groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

      “It was good. It was great spending time with him. I got to see him again today.”

      She smiled. “That’s great. Is it hard being with Sasha now?”

      I thought about her question. “I’m not sure what it is. Feels weird, I guess. When you have a kid with someone, you’ll always be in each other’s lives whether you like it or not. But we’re in a much better place than we were two months ago. I think she’s happy with her new life, and she’s starting to accept that I’m not going anywhere. And just to make it clear. I’m here for my son, not for Sasha.”

      Judging by her frosty behavior earlier, I thought she needed to hear it. So I moved in closer and skimmed my hands down her arms, clasping her hands in mine. “I’m not trying to win her back or anything like that.”

      And it was true. Sasha and I had gone our separate ways. Other than Sage, we didn’t have much in common anymore.

      Nicola gave me a sweet smile. “You’re a good man, August Harper.”

      “Give it some time.” My hands settled on her waist, and I pulled her against me. “You don’t know me that well yet. You might change your tune.”

      “Nope.” Her hands curled around the back of my neck. “My mind’s made up about you.”

      I kissed her lips, sealing the deal, just a chaste kiss that wouldn’t lead to more. Then I released her and took a step back. “Go home and get some sleep.”

      She was still smiling when she opened her car door and slid behind the wheel. “Good night, August.”

      “Night.” I waited until she drove away before I walked to my truck.

      I had no idea how to navigate this uncharted territory, but I wasn’t going to figure it out tonight, so I shoved it out of my head. Guess we’d just play it by ear.

      But for someone dead set against a relationship, it was already starting to feel like one.

      Maybe this could be a second chance for both of us.

      The fuck? Where had that come from?

      Jesus. I needed sleep and a reality check.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      Ari rushed in from the dining room, looking frazzled, and smoothed her hands over her black button-down. “Okay, Nic, don’t freak out, but—”

      “Hey, Ari,” August said, cutting her off. “Check on table ten. Looks like Courtney just spilled water in the guy’s lap.”

      Ari’s eyes widened. “What? Oh crap. Talk about bad timing,” she muttered.

      I eyed August suspiciously when Ari flew into the dining room to deal with the ‘problem’ that didn’t exist. “Table ten is fine.”

      “Huh. I thought Courtney spilled something. My mistake.”

      “What are you keeping from me? What was Ari talking about?” I scanned the dining room for clues, and that was when I saw him. The LA Today critic who had slammed my restaurant. He was with three others—two men and one woman, “The Blonde,” as he always referred to her in his reviews. My mouth went dry. I grabbed my bottle of water from under the counter and took a sip before I returned it to the shelf and wrung my hands.

      “What is he doing here?”

      “Giving your restaurant another chance,” August said calmly as if my restaurant’s reputation didn’t ride on Jonathan Kessler’s review.

      “What if he gives us a bad review again?” I could still feel the sting from his first scathing review. Another bad one would destroy me.

      August looked out at the dining room. “He won’t.”

      I chewed on my lip, doubt plaguing me. “You don’t know that.”

      “Just do what you normally would. Everything is going to be okay.” He sounded so confident. And why wouldn’t he? This critic gave August’s restaurant a glowing review.

      Insecurity churned in my stomach, making me a little nauseous. “Easy for you to say. He loved Eight by August. Superb. Sublime. Perfection.” I did a chef’s kiss.

      “You read that review?” He sounded surprised.

      “Of course I did. I told you I Googled you. It was enlightening.”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never read it.”

      My jaw dropped. “What? How could you not?”

      “What good would it have done? I never read any of my reviews. My restaurant manager dealt with all that.” He waved his hand in the air like he was swatting away a pesky fly.

      I couldn’t get over this. Wasn’t he even curious? “But why wouldn’t you?”

      “If I believed what every Tom, Dick, and Jonathan said about me, I would have gotten complacent, which is the kiss of death. Or my ego would have gotten in the way of continuously striving to be a better chef.”

      “Well, take it from me. You were a pretty big deal, August Harper.” He wasn’t that naïve. He had to have known without my telling him. They didn’t hand out Michelin stars and chef of the year awards to just anyone. “Meanwhile, I failed to seduce.” My shoulders sagged under the weight of those words.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” August said in his low, raspy voice, leaning in, his mouth close to the shell of my ear. “I’m thoroughly seduced.”

      My cheeks flushed. I looked around to ensure nobody had overheard, but luckily the kitchen was buzzing, and everyone was focused on their jobs.

      It had been a week since we’d had sex in my office. The very next day, I’d gotten my period right on schedule. Since then, there have been a few kisses and stolen glances but nothing more.

      We were taking it slow. Proceeding with caution. But now I wanted more. I yearned for that connection and how he filled me up so completely. I craved the white-hot heat and the way my body had sparked to life and ignited. I squeezed my thighs together, a dull throb beginning to form as I imagined clenching around him…

      Oh my God.

      What was wrong with me?

      I should not be thinking about sex right now. “We need to make sure table two's food is perfect.”

      August pressed his lips into a flat line of disapproval. “How many times do I have to tell you? There’s no such thing—”

      “Hush.” I flapped my hand at him. “I need to concentrate.”

      He laughed like this whole thing was a big fat joke. I scowled. “Why are you just standing there?” I tossed my hands in the air. “Go do your job.”

      “This is my job.” He crossed his arms over his chest and widened his stance like he had no intention of going anywhere.

      “Standing around and doing nothing?”

      “Talking you down from the ledge.” He turned me to face him and wrapped his hands around my upper arms. Our eyes met, and I was drowning in their green depths. Why did he have to have such pretty eyes? “Deep breaths,” he said, rubbing his hands up and down my arms, trying to calm me. “You’ve got this.”

      I usually believed him when he said that. This time I wasn’t so sure. But I couldn’t fall apart just because a critic was in my restaurant. Plenty of bloggers had given us glowing reviews, so one person’s opinion shouldn’t matter.

      Regardless, I had to stay focused and ensure that every dish that left this kitchen was perfect. Or as close to perfection as we could achieve.

      As soon as the ticket came in for table two, I snatched it up and studied it. Then I swiveled, my eyes narrowing in accusation. “They ordered all your dishes.”

      “What are you talking about?” August snatched the chit out of my hand.

      “He ordered all the menu items that you came up with. Tuna tataki. Yellowtail ceviche. The pork belly. Your prawn and clam risotto. Your sea bass—”

      He let out an aggravated sigh. “Cut the bullshit, Nic. It’s not mine. This is your restaurant, and we worked on the menu together.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “But still. Do you really believe this is a coincidence?”

      He let out a short laugh. “What else would it be? I’m not responsible for what he ordered. Stop letting him mess with your head. Breathe in. Breathe out,” he coached.

      I rolled out my shoulders and did as he said, trying to expel all my petty insecurities. I knew I was being irrational, but I couldn’t stop myself from voicing my suspicions. “Jonathan Kessler is here for you, isn’t he?”

      “Why would he be here for me? He doesn’t even know I work here.”

      “Actually, he does,” Ari piped up, appearing from nowhere. “I would have tagged you, but I couldn’t find you on social media.”

      “You put me on social media?” That didn’t make August happy. He made it sound like Ari had tossed him into shark-infested waters.

      Ari shrugged. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I? Don’t worry. It was a flattering photo. You looked hot.” I scowled at her, but she didn’t notice. “I handle all the social media for the restaurant. How else would people find us?” Ari’s gaze swung to me. “I reached out to Jonathan Kessler via email to let him know we had a new menu,” she explained. “I didn’t mention it because I didn’t know if he’d come, but here he is. So you can thank me later.” She bestowed me with a big smile and gave herself a pat on the back for her good deed.

      Whether I would thank her remained to be seen. “Make sure the restrooms are sparkling clean. They always check. And if they order wine—”

      “Make sure he sees the bottle we’re pouring from,” Ari said. “I know, I know. And don’t worry. Our restrooms are spotless, as always. We’ve got everything under control in the dining room. Courtney is their server, and she’s the best we have. So just concentrate on the food.”

      Ari was good at her job, and I knew she had things under control. Which meant I had to do the same.

      Stay calm, focused, and in control, I reminded myself.

      “One review won’t make or break you,” August said after I’d called out the order, stressing that we were dealing with a VIP. “Stop worrying about his opinion. Every customer who comes through those doors is a VIP,” he reminded me, giving me a much-needed dose of reality.

      “I know. You’re right. I’m good now,” I assured him with a smile.

      Now I felt silly for going into full-blown panic mode and vowed not to let it happen again.

      Until Luca chimed in, nearly destroying my newfound Zen. “If you’re talking about Jonathan Kessler’s review, we can’t afford to fuck this up a second time. He’s the one who decides which restaurants get on the list and which ones die a slow, painful death.”

      I shot him dagger eyes. “Thanks for the helpful advice. Don’t be surprised if you find all your crap on my front lawn when you get home.”

      He snorted, knowing my threats were empty. As tempting as it was to evict my brother, sharing my house with him wasn't so terrible. He had his own life, but it was nice having him around when we were both at home.

      But since I had orders to call out, sauces to taste, and food to garnish, I focused on my job while August helped Miguel at the fish station and oversaw Hannah. I knew he was doing it for me. It was his way of ensuring that every dish would be prepared to his exacting standards.

      A little while later, I watched August plating fresh shellfish on a bed of shaved ice and seaweed. Raw oysters, plump and juicy. Sea urchins with clusters of orange roe. Lobster, shrimp, and king crab legs.

      Sex on the half-shell.

      When he finished, he took a step back and cast a critical eye over it. It was a work of art. Pure perfection. But August frowned like something was off, then made a few adjustments until satisfied.

      I smirked. Pot, meet kettle. August could deny it all he wanted, but he was the textbook definition of a perfectionist.

      I shoved thoughts of Jonathon Kessler out of my head and lavished each dish with the same care and attention as August did before sending them out.

      A few minutes later, August delivered table two's plated food. “Here you go, chef.”

      I garnished the sea bass with cilantro and fresh chilis. Then bent my head over the prawns and clams and dotted the plate with lemon jam and pistachio oil. Finally, when the dishes were as close to perfection as we could achieve, I wiped the rims and set them on the pass for Courtney.

      I had to trust that we’d done all we could.

      When the dishes left the kitchen, I turned to August with a rueful smile. “I’m sorry for acting like an idiot.”

      He just shrugged like it was no big deal. “It happens. Kitchens are high-pressure zones on the best of days. We did our best. If he doesn’t like it, then fuck him.”

      “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      “For what?”

      “For always saying the right thing. For talking me down from the ledge. And for just….” Being you. “Keeping your cool when I lose my head.”

      When the words were out, it dawned on me, not for the first time, how quickly I’d come to depend on him. Too much, maybe. But the thought was fleeting and slipped away before I could fully grasp it because he was standing so close, and his nearness distracted me.

      His starched white chef’s jacket contrasted with his tan skin and the dark stubble on his jaw. Deep-set green eyes framed by thick, long lashes. And lips so sensuous it was no wonder I couldn’t stop thinking about kissing him again.

      Our eyes locked and held, and I forgot that we weren’t alone. All the noise around us ceased. The clanking of pots and utensils. The sizzle of oil in the hot pan. The hum of the extractor fan and the cooks’ chatter faded into the background.

      All I could hear was the sound of my pulse beating a staccato rhythm in my ears and the sound of my own ragged breaths.

      I wanted to touch him. Feel his arms around me. Press my lips against his and breathe him in. I wanted to kiss his throat and run my tongue over his Adam’s apple.

      Why did I find his throat so sexy? It was right up there with his squared jawline and broad shoulders.

      “Behind!” Hannah shouted.

      August cleared his throat and stepped aside when Hannah came through with two citrus salads balanced in her hands.

      The moment was severed.

      But now I had sex on the brain.

      Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      “He wants to talk to the chef,” Ari said as I set two chocolate tarts on the pass for the couple at table five, who were celebrating their wedding anniversary.

      As I wiped my sweaty palms on my apron, I searched her face for clues. Her expression gave nothing away. “Does he seem happy? Did he say anything about the food?” So much for not letting his opinion rattle me.

      Ari shook her head. “He didn’t say anything. But I’m sure it will be fine. You have nothing to worry about.” But her smile was tight, and the crease between her brows led me to believe differently.

      Before I could pump her for more information, she walked away, and August appeared at my side.

      I turned to him. “Can you cover the pass?”

      “Service has stopped. It’s ten o’clock.”

      “Oh, right.” I tossed my apron on the shelf under the counter, smoothed my hands over my chef’s jacket, and headed for the door with all the confidence I could muster. But, for all my bravado, I was shaking with nerves. Before I pushed through the door, August grabbed my elbow and steered me away.

      “What are you doing?”

      “This will only take a minute.”

      He didn’t slow his pace until we reached the walk-in.

      He ushered me inside, and no sooner had the door closed behind him when he wrapped his hands around my waist, pressed me against the door, and his mouth claimed mine. The kiss was so sudden and unexpected that I was momentarily stunned and breathless. But then my instincts kicked in, and I kissed him back. Hard.

      When he pulled away, I was panting.

      I swiped my tongue over my lips, tasting him. “What was that for?”

      He grabbed my face and tilted it so our eyes met. “Don’t let anyone make you think you’re not the best. You”—his hands glided down my arms, and he clasped my hands— “are fucking amazing, Nicola.” He squeezed my hands before releasing me and opening the door. On my way out, he smacked my ass, and I let out a little squeal. “Go out there and do what you do best.”

      “What do I do best?” I asked over my shoulder, playing coy.

      “Shine. Like the fucking star you are.”

      As I walked into the dining room and stopped in front of Jonathon Kessler’s table, I wore a smile and a warm glow.

      That kiss and August’s words had the intended effect. It knocked some sense into me and helped me put things into perspective.

      I could handle whatever this man said about my restaurant and the food. Sure, it would hurt if he gave us another bad review. But it wouldn’t destroy me.

      “Good evening.” My voice was steady, with no signs of the nerves I’d been feeling earlier.

      “Good evening.” He gave me a pleasant smile. Polite but not overly friendly. He wore a white button-down under a navy suit jacket. If I had to guess, he was in his late forties with dark hair and thick brows, horn-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. “I’ve been hearing good things about your restaurant, so I had to come back and check for myself.”

      I smiled and relaxed my stance. “Thank you for giving us another chance. I hope you enjoyed your meal.”

      “We did. Very much so.” His gaze swung to his dinner companions, who nodded, confirming his words. I let out a breath of relief. Everything was going to be okay. “There have been a lot of changes since the last time I was here. You have a whole new menu.”

      “Yes, we do. We thought it was time for a change.”

      “Was the menu your idea or your sous chef’s?”

      I bristled at his words.

      His tone was deceptively casual, but I could tell he was fishing for information.

      So, I was right. It sounded as if he came here for August. But then I reminded myself that we were a team, and it shouldn’t matter. “My sous chef and I worked on it together. So, it was a collaboration.”

      “If I’m not mistaken, your sous chef is August Harper?”

      “That’s right.”

      He sat back as Courtney served the table espresso. She raised her brows as she swept past me, probably wondering if he’d mentioned the courteous server with a megawatt smile and dark, glossy hair.

      “Send him my best,” Jonathan said, picking up where we’d left off. “The dinner I ate at his restaurant is still one of my fondest memories,” he said wistfully. “I saw some glimmers of his genius shining through in tonight’s dishes.”

      “I’m sure you did. August is a very talented chef.”

      “Such a pity that he squandered all that talent.” He stirred demerara sugar into his espresso, the small silver spoon clinking against the porcelain. “He could have been one of the greatest chefs of his generation. The last time we spoke, he was young and ambitious and wouldn’t rest until he got his three stars. And now… well, he’s working as a sous chef in Orange County.” He pressed his lips together in disapproval as if to say that my restaurant was inferior, not even worthy of the former greatness of August Harper.

      Not to mention that he spoke as if August was all washed-up. Which wasn’t even remotely true. I felt the need to step in and defend him. “He’s only thirty-four. It’s not over yet. He still has plenty of time to do amazing things.”

      He sniffed. “I suppose that remains to be seen. But I shall watch with interest to see what he does next.”

      Again, he’d just slighted my restaurant.

      If I stayed at this table a minute longer, I’d say something I regretted, so I plastered on the fake smile I reserved for pompous assholes and fought to keep my voice steady. Cool but polite. “I’m sure August won’t disappoint.” I backed away a few steps. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to return to my kitchen. I’ll leave you to your espresso. It was nice to meet you.”

      It was an effort to tack on those words, but I wasn’t about to sabotage my review by being rude.

      “Likewise, Chef Vega.”

      I turned on my heel and strode away.

      Asshole. Who the hell did he think he was? A flash of anger lit me up, and I was fuming by the time I returned to the kitchen.

      “How did it go?” Luca asked, his eyes darting from me to the dining room. “Did he say anything about the—”

      I swept right past him, avoided eye contact with August, and strode down the hall. I pushed through the service entrance and took deep breaths when I got outside.

      How dare he talk about August like that?

      My hands balled into fists as I paced back and forth, my chest heaving with indignation.

      And how dare he act like my restaurant was beneath August?

      Why had I let Jonathan Kessler’s words get to me?

      But I already knew the answer.

      This restaurant was my sacred space. The place where I could hide from the world and throw myself into the work instead of dwelling on the problems in my personal life.

      It was the only way I’d coped over the past two years. And I guess that’s why the review mattered so much.

      If I wasn’t making a success of it, then how could I justify all the time and energy I devoted to my job?

      The guilt was always there. So deeply ingrained that it wasn’t easy to shake off.

      How dare I spend so much time obsessing over the menu and the perfect food placement of each dish when my husband couldn’t even feed himself?

      How dare I kiss my sous chef in the walk-in?

      How dare I yearn for the feel of his hands on my body when my husband couldn’t even wrap his arms around me?

      How dare I care what a restaurant critic says about my food, restaurant, or sous chef when my husband couldn’t speak?

      And yet I cared. Because I was all too human.

      I still cried, hurt, laughed, and yearned for something more.

      Because I was still here.

      I sagged against the wall and tipped my head back. Looking up at the stars reeling in the sky, I swiped my tongue over my lips, tasting the salty sea air, and I tried to send it back into the universe and let it all go.

      My insecurities. My guilt. My fears. The stress of not only trying to keep a restaurant afloat but to achieve greatness.

      I knew I was a good chef. But I knew August was better.

      He was a perfectionist. A master of his craft. Never satisfied. Constantly tweaking and improvising and improving.

      People don’t change much. August was still ambitious and driven.

      He wouldn’t be content to work for someone else for the rest of his life. This was just a pit stop. An opportunity to get back in the game and test the waters before he ventured out on his own again.

      It wasn’t a matter of if. It was a matter of when.

      And that was okay.

      Nothing lasts forever. You just had to hang onto the good, make the moments count, and let the rest go.

      The door opened, and August joined me. He leaned against the wall next to me without saying a word. As if he sensed that I was trying to wrap my head around my fears and insecurities and find a way to let it all go.

      At that moment, I realized something else. Something important that August was trying to tell me earlier.

      My self-worth didn’t hinge on one restaurant critic’s opinion. And it didn’t matter if he’d chosen August’s dishes or mine.

      Whatever he decided to write wouldn’t change anything.

      I was meant to be a chef, and even if I lost this restaurant tomorrow, lost everything like August had, I would pick myself up, dust myself off, and get back in the game.

      I had the privilege of doing something I loved. Fulfilling a childhood dream. Following my life’s passion instead of dollar signs.

      Not everyone got so lucky.

      My mother always said, “Sometimes you have to stop and count your blessings instead of dwelling on everything wrong in your life.”

      And it was true.

      I turned my head and stared at August’s profile. His eyes met mine as if he felt the weight of my gaze. I smiled, hoping it would convey everything words couldn’t.

      I’m grateful you came into my life when you did.

      I’m happy that I was the one who gave you a second chance.

      I’m lucky to have you. For now. For as long as it lasts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      I didn’t give two shits about Jonathan Kessler’s opinion. I didn’t care six or seven years ago, and I wouldn’t have cared now if it weren’t for Nicola. I knew it was important to her, so I’d tried to do everything I could to reassure her and put her mind at ease.

      But after she’d returned from the dining room, she hadn’t looked happy.

      As I leaned against the wall next to her, I could almost hear the wheels spinning in her head.

      When I turned my head, she smiled, and even in the near-darkness, I could tell it was genuine. An open invitation to ask what was going on with her tonight.

      I don’t think Nicola gave herself enough credit. I don’t think she knew how truly amazing she was.

      Running a restaurant was not for the faint of heart. But to persevere in the face of tragedy and build a successful business while her whole world was falling apart?

      That was a testament to her strength and resolve, and it physically pained me to watch her struggle with self-doubt. If only she could see herself the way I did, she would never question her abilities or extraordinary talent again. Not only in the kitchen but in life.

      Survival was a talent, and she’d mastered it.

      “What happened tonight?” I asked.

      She clamped her bottom lip between her teeth. “I let a stranger mess with my head and lost sight of what matters.”

      I kept silent and waited for her to continue, sensing she had more to say.

      I understood where she was coming from. But I’d never cared about the critics. I was, and probably always would be, my own worst critic.

      When I ran my own restaurant, I’d fallen into the vicious cycle of competing with other chefs. There was always someone who could do it better. Chefs with three stars instead of one. Chefs who saw me as competition and vice versa. So I’d knocked myself out trying to be the best.

      It was a competitive industry, and for many of us, that was the nature of the beast.

      “I’m not proud of how I acted,” she admitted. She let out a soft sigh. “But I’m giving myself some grace because I’m only human.”

      “You’re quickly becoming one of my favorite humans.”

      She gifted me another smile. “Why are you so good at this?”

      “Good at what?”

      “Dealing with me. Knowing all the right things to say. Sometimes I can be… difficult.” She bit her lip and lowered her eyes as if she’d made a big confession and wasn’t sure how I’d take it.

      “If I didn’t mean it, I wouldn’t say it. And we can all be difficult sometimes. Everyone has insecurities and their own shit to deal with.”

      She was quiet for a moment, her head tipped up to the sky, and I stared at the delicate curve of her neck and at her lush lips as they moved. “I figured something out about myself.” She shifted, leaning her shoulder against the wall. I did the same, facing her. This was our unofficial meeting place where we confided our secrets under cover of night. “And about you. About us, I guess.”

      There was an us now? I tried to hide my surprise. For the past week, I hadn’t exactly kept my distance. But I hadn’t made any moves to initiate a repeat performance either.

      I'd held back mainly because I was still testing the waters, and she hadn’t given me any signals that she wanted more.

      No, that was a lie. I’d held back out of self-preservation. This had disaster written all over it. “All of this because of a visit from Jonathan Kessler?”

      She sighed. “Like I said, I got stuck in my own head.”

      “It’s a dangerous place to be. What did you figure out?” I was hoping she could enlighten me because I didn’t have a fucking clue what we were doing.

      “Scarlett said that you came into my life for a reason, and I think she’s right.”

      That sounded dangerous like she was pinning too many hopes on me. If she was looking for a white knight, she’d gotten the wrong guy. “Nicola, I’m not—”

      She pressed her fingers against my lips to stop the words. “Just hear me out. I’m not trying to scare you.” I wrapped my hand around her wrist and tugged her closer when really, I should have been pushing her away. Because she was scaring me.

      “I’m not looking for a commitment, and I know you’re not either,” she said, flattening her palms on my chest. “So why not make the most of it?”

      My hands settled on her waist, and she leaned into me, her soft curves molding to my body and the heady scent of orange blossoms invading my senses. “What did you have in mind?”

      As if her body language wasn’t cluing me in. But I needed her to spell it out and tell me exactly where she was coming from so there were no crossed signals or mixed messages.

      I knew what I wanted, but I wasn’t sure if we were on the same page.

      “We’ll have our fun, and when one of us is ready to move on, we’ll part amicably. No harm, no foul. No strings attached. We don’t have to turn this into something it’s not. So this doesn’t have to be a big deal.”

      I studied her face to see if she really believed her own words. “You think you can do that? Separate the physical from the emotional?”

      “Sure. Why not?” Her tone was breezy as if this would be simple.

      But I knew better. It sounded too easy.

      In my experience, if something sounded too good to be true, it usually was.

      Case in point, the time I tried to make quick cash as a drug supplier, thinking I could get in and get out unscathed.

      Yeah, it felt a lot like that.

      Not to mention that Nicola was holding the power. If she got upset with me or got too uncomfortable, it was within her rights to kick my ass out the door.

      Before landing this job, I’d applied for just about every restaurant job within a twenty-mile radius. They were eager to hire me until they asked me to explain the five-year gap on my resume.

      I couldn’t afford to be back in that boat again, especially now that I was paying child support and finally felt like I was getting my life back on track.

      Yesterday when I picked up Sage, he asked if he could see where I lived. Yet another reminder that I needed to get my own place.

      As if I needed more reasons why being with Nicola was a bad idea, I ticked them off in my head.

      She was still married.

      She was my employer.

      She was trying to dig her way out of a dark place and find the light again.

      Not sure that a guy who had just gotten out of prison and was trying to rebuild his own life was a suitable candidate for what she had in mind.

      A little voice in my head warned me that this wouldn’t end well.

      Sex without strings attached. That was easy. It was physical, nothing more. But when emotions came into play, it changed the whole ballgame.

      The key was to not get emotionally involved. Even at this early stage, I wasn’t sure that was possible.

      I already cared about her. Worried about her. Picked up on her moods and knew her little tell signs.

      For fuck’s sake, I even knew she had her period last week. The app alerted me when she left her phone next to the coffee machine. I spent most of my waking hours with this woman, working together so closely that I already knew hundreds of little things about her.

      In short, Nicola already took up too much real estate in my head. Sex would only exacerbate the problem.

      So, clearly, I was thinking with the wrong head when I finally responded. “How does sex in the back of my pickup sound?”

      She laughed. “Like high school.”

      I scoffed. “I know how to satisfy a woman a hell of a lot better than any high school kid.”

      “You talk a good game, but I’ll need proof before I deliver my verdict,” she sassed.

      I’d have to up my game. The last time we had sex, it’d lasted approximately six seconds.

      And that was being generous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      We opted for sex in the dining room after everyone left. Less chance of getting arrested for public indecency.

      I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her middle, trailing my tongue down the side of her neck. “You’re sure you’re good with this?” I asked again, pressing a kiss to the spot where her neck and shoulder met. “Just sex… no strings?”

      “It’s all I want. I’m good with it,” she assured me, meeting my eyes in the mirror behind the bar.

      As much as I would love to fuck her into oblivion tonight and for the foreseeable future, I couldn’t afford to lose a job over it, so I pressed on. “And what about work?”

      “We’ll keep it separate. If we find ourselves getting in too deep, we’ll stop it.” She turned in my arms to face me, a small smile on her lips to reassure me. “Your job is safe. I need you too much to risk losing you because of our little arrangement.”

      She sounded sincere, and I wanted to believe her.

      Her fingers tangled in my hair as my hands coasted down her back and palmed her ass. “It will just be a fling,” she said. “Some harmless fun.”

      She reached down between us, fingers fumbling to unbutton my pants, but I captured her hands to stop her. “You don’t strike me as a fling type of girl.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Her tone was flirtatious, and her smile was seductive.

      “Surprise me,” I said. “Strip for me.”

      Her eyes met mine, uncertainty swirling in the brown depths. “You want me to strip for you?”

      I released her and took a step back. “Mmhmm. I want to watch.”

      Not sure if she’d rise to the challenge or not. Guess we’d see. I crossed the room, flicked the switch, and killed the lights.

      Moonlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting a blue glow around the room as I leaned my shoulder against the wall, watching to see what she’d do next.

      Nicola hesitated, then grabbed her phone and scrolled before hitting play and tossing her phone onto the bar.

      The Weeknd’s “Earned It” poured from the speakers. Was this Nicola’s seduction playlist? Her go-to sex soundtrack? Had she played it before, or was the music especially for me?

      I’d prefer to think it was the latter, so I shoved the thought out of my head and stood back to enjoy the show.

      Nicola turned her back to me and looked over her shoulder to ensure I was watching. As if anything would divert my attention away from her. When she widened her stance and grabbed the hem of her t-shirt, my lips tugged into a smile.

      She was going for it.

      Slowly, she slid the cotton up, exposing the small of her back, just a sliver of skin above her waistband. Then she inched it higher, her pace torturously slow. Finally, the straps of her bra emerged. Then her bare shoulders, her skin luminous in the moonlight. She pulled the t-shirt over her head, spun it in the air, tossed it on the floor, and turned to face me.

      My dick twitched as my eyes roamed down and over her breasts swelling from the confines of her lacy bra and lower to her flat, toned stomach and the curve of her waist.

      Fucking perfect.

      “Take your hair down,” I told her, my voice low.

      With her eyes on me, she reached up with one hand and tugged out the elastic, shaking her head, so the thick chestnut waves tumbled down her back and around her shoulders.

      I imagined fisting her hair in my hand as I drove into her from behind, her tight pussy clenching around my hard cock when she was bent over her desk last week.

      My cock swelled, straining against the zipper.

      “Take off your pants,” I commanded.

      She kicked off her shoes, peeled off her socks, and somehow made it look sexy. Swiveling her hips, she moved to the beat of the music from the surround sound and ran her hands down her body, never breaking eye contact.

      Fuck me. Her eyes were hooded, lips so lush and kissable I wanted to sink my teeth into them until I drew blood.

      Her hand moved lower, and her fingers toyed with the button on her pants, but she didn’t take them off.

      “If you want me, you’ll have to come over here and do it yourself,” she taunted, pushing out her tits and resting her elbows on the bar behind her. An invitation to stalk across the room and strip her naked.

      But I stayed exactly where I was, not budging an inch. “If you want this….” I palmed my dick through my pants. It was rock-hard. Throbbing. Almost painful. “You’re gonna have to do what I say.” It was a test of wills, and I was all in now. Fully committed to the cause.

      I’d stand here all fucking night if I had to.

      She must have heard the determination in my tone because her lips tugged into a smile. “You’re a real asshole, aren’t you?” She arched her brows and cocked a hip, planting a hand on it. “What if I said I didn’t want you after all?”

      I loved this cat-and-mouse game we were playing.

      I grinned, baring my teeth. “Then I’d call you a liar.”

      I watched her hands cupping her breasts, her thumbs brushing over the nipples as her back arched and her eyelids fluttered shut. She let out a moan worthy of a porn star that shot straight to my cock.

      I had to restrain myself from reaching into my pants, wrapping my hand around my dick, and squeezing.

      If this was a power play, I wasn’t sure which one of us was winning. She was writhing now, running her hands over her body, and her fake moans were starting to sound like the real thing. I knew she was doing this to torture me, and it was working.

      But I held out, savoring the anticipation. The longer I resisted, the sweeter the reward.

      “Take off your pants,” I said again.

      With a smirk, she unbuttoned her pants, unzipped them, and pushed them down her hips. They pooled at her ankles, and she lifted one foot and then the other, kicking them aside as I stalked toward her and erased the distance between us.

      “Good girl.” I smoothed my palms down her back and squeezed her ass, pulling her into me.

      I traced the outline of her bra and brushed my thumb over the hardened peak straining against the fabric. Dipping down, I licked the spot between her breasts before gently biting the fleshy underside. Nicola sucked in a breath, hands sliding through my hair to bring me closer.

      “I don’t always obey commands, you know,” she said, breathless.

      I spun her around, so her back was against my chest and skimmed my hands down her arms. Then, clasping her hands in mine, I lifted her arms above her head and wrapped them around my neck.

      My lips brushed over her skin, and I licked and sucked, leaving my mark on her neck, her collarbone, and just beneath her ear.

      “You’re used to being the boss,” I commented.

      My hands coasted down her sides, her skin silky soft under my rough, calloused hands.

      “Yes,” she said, grinding her ass against my erection.

      My fingers slipped into her panties and glided between her folds, her juices coating my fingers. She was so wet it was probably dripping down her thighs.

      “Meanwhile, I’m half-naked, and you’re fully dressed,” she said, a gasp escaping her lips when I circled her clit and then pressed my thumb against the tight bundle of nerves.

      I slid two fingers inside her, knuckles-deep, and she threw her head back, grinding against the palm of my hand while my other hand moved to her breast. I squeezed her nipple between my fingers while her breathing became ragged.

      “Oh God,” she panted, her body quivering.

      I dug my erection between her ass cheeks. “So you’re saying this is unfair, and you don’t want this?” I slid my fingers out, testing her resolve.

      “No. I want it,” she gritted out. “Oh God, I want it.”

      That was all I needed to hear.

      Hooking my thumbs in the sides of her lace panties, I roughly pushed them down her legs and spun her around. Grabbed the backs of her thighs, I lifted her off the ground. Her legs cinched around my waist and her arms wrapped around my neck, her lips fused to mine as I carried her to the nearest booth and set her on the tabletop.

      “You want me on a table?” she asked as I slid into the velvet seat.

      I slid farther into the booth, planting both hands on her ass and sliding her across the tabletop. Spreading her out before me like a dessert banquet. “I’m ready to eat.”

      Without waiting for an invitation, I leaned forward to take the first taste. As soon as my tongue grazed her clit, she jerked at the contact. I used my thumbs to open the lips of her pussy and licked her from crack to clit.

      She tasted just as sweet as I’d imagined.

      Nicola moaned, lacing her fingers through my hair and holding the back of my skull.

      I pinched her clit between my fingers, my tongue diving inside her tight walls while her moans intensified.

      “Oh, my God.” She was writhing on the tabletop.

      “You like this?” I asked, massaging her swollen clit, and fucking her with my tongue.

      “I’m so close… I’m going to…”

      “You’re not allowed to come until I’m inside you.”

      Pulling away, I unzipped my pants and shoved them down, wrapping my hand around my cock and squeezing it.

      My hands settled on the curves below her hips, and I helped her off the table, so she was straddling me. I could feel her thighs shaking. She grabbed onto my shoulders to steady herself before reaching down and wrapping her hand around my dick. I hissed when she squeezed the base, jerked me hard, and glided my tip through her slick folds.

      “Watch yourself,” I growled, squeezing her ass cheeks in a warning. “Or I’ll come in your hand.”

      A smile played on her lips when she sank down on me all in one go, and I was buried to the hilt. It was the closest thing to heaven I’d ever felt. I grabbed her hips to stop her from moving. “Just give me a second. You feel so good. So fucking tight.”

      I grabbed her face and kissed her hard, our tongues dueling as she started rocking her hips slowly, her fingers digging into my shoulders, her tits brushing my chest.

      My hands settled on her waist, and she rocked faster, panting as she ground against me, seeking her release.

      I lifted my hips, thrusting. Once. Twice. Three times. And that was all it took before she clenched around me in a vise grip and threw her head back, shouting my name as she came, her body convulsing.

      When she started coming down from her orgasm, her muscles going lax, I lifted her off me and tossed her on her back. Then I slid out of the booth and stood over her.

      She pushed herself up on her elbows, confusion etched on her features as I fisted my cock and jerked it hard. I was already so hard and so ready that I knew it wouldn’t take much to throw me into an orgasm. My balls tightened, and the orgasm started at the base of my spine. I planted one hand on the velvet seat to steady myself and jerked harder. Hot, white liquid came out in spurts, decorating her skin.

      I came so hard I was dizzy.

      When my vision cleared, she leaned forward, looking up at me from beneath her lashes. Her tongue darted out, and she licked the last drop of cum off my slit. Then she sat back and licked her lips as if she wanted to savor the taste.

      It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

      I tucked myself back into my pants and grabbed some bar napkins to clean her up.

      “Why didn’t you come inside me?” she asked, sounding hurt.

      I didn’t come inside her because, once again, I’d come unprepared. When I finished cleaning her up, I balled the napkins in my hand. “No condom.”

      “I told you last time it was fine.”

      The last thing either of us needed right now was an accidental pregnancy. I tossed the napkins in the trash can behind the bar and gathered her clothes from the floor before returning to the booth. “I’ll tell you what,” I said, depositing her clothes on the tabletop. “I’ll buy a jumbo box of condoms, and next time, you won’t be sporting a pearl necklace.”

      “It was kind of hot, though.” She pulled on her panties and stood, reaching for her t-shirt. I loved that she didn’t rush to try and hide her body. She was confident in her own skin.

      I kissed her lips. “Like you.”

      “Fine,” she said when she was dressed. “I’ll go on birth control.”

      She made it sound like I’d asked her to go on birth control. “Up to you.”

      “I will. I got spoiled. I like you bare.”

      She wouldn’t get any argument from me. I hated the idea of having anything between us.

      If I could live inside her sweet, tight pussy, I would.

      “I can’t believe people will be sitting here to eat,” she said with a shake of her head before we walked out of the restaurant. As if she’d just now realized that we’d christened table four with fluids that did not belong in a place where customers dined.

      We laughed.

      But it was a further incentive to get my ass in gear and get my own place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week later, I signed a lease for an apartment. It wasn’t much—a cramped one-bedroom on the second floor of a rundown building that overlooked a parking lot. But it was mine. I had privacy and a place to bring my son, which was good enough for me.

      On Monday, Luca helped me move in. I had a few duffel bags, a secondhand sofa and coffee table I bought from a consignment store, and a new mattress for the floor. That was the extent of my belongings.

      It only took fifteen minutes to move everything from my truck to the second-floor apartment, and when we were done, I gave Luca a six-pack and a thank-you and sent him on his way. He paused on the threshold and turned to face me. “So, you and my sister….”

      “Are none of your business.”

      He nodded once. “Trust me, I don’t want any details. But a word of advice—”

      I raised my brows. Not sure I needed advice from a twenty-four-year-old who had slept with his friend’s girlfriend. After we picked up the sofa and coffee table in Irvine, I'd gotten the whole story. It was, as Luca said, complicated. But weren’t all relationships?

      “Be careful,” he warned.

      “If you’re insinuating that I’m going to hurt her, I can assure you that’s not my intention.” That was as much as I was willing to share about our little arrangement. It just went to show how delusional I was by thinking I had a good handle on the situation.

      “I was thinking about you,” Luca said, taking me by surprise. “Don’t get me wrong. I love my sister, and if anyone hurts her, I’ll beat the shit out of them. But she’s still in lo—” He caught himself before finishing his sentence, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to fill in the blanks. Nicola was still in love with her husband. “Did she tell you her story?”

      “About her husband?” He nodded. “Yeah, she told me.”

      “Then I guess you know what you’re up against. Nicola is loyal to the core. You're good if you’re not looking for a long-term commitment.”

      “I’m not,” I assured him. “It’s the furthest thing from my mind.”

      “Same, dude, same. It’s the last thing I want or need right now. Love is a tender trap. Once you fall into it, there’s no easy way out.” He shuddered at the thought. “Okay. Gotta jet.” He bumped his fist against mine and headed out, the six-pack of beer cradled in one arm as he jogged down the stairs.

      I closed the door behind him.

      After he was gone, I made the bed and cleaned up before I went to pick up Sage. It was Memorial Day weekend, and he had the day off from school, so we were spending it together.

      Since he only had a few days of school before summer vacation, I wanted to see more of him. Something I planned to discuss with Sasha later. We could work out a schedule that would benefit all of us.

      Ever since the day I’d taken Sasha to the hospital, she’d been more generous about letting me spend time with Sage.

      On the drive, Luca’s words came back to me. He hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know. Nicola’s loyalty would always be to Cruz first.

      I’d never been good at sharing and couldn’t say I liked it much, but these were unique circumstances.

      I’d never ask Nicola to choose. That would be unfair. Not like she could erase years of memories any more than I could. And I wouldn’t expect her to.

      But unlike Sasha, who had abandoned me when the going got tough, Nicola fought for her love and remained loyal throughout. It was admirable and said a lot about her.

      Nicola thought she was difficult, but I saw it differently.

      She was headstrong and tenacious. Stubborn and independent. A survivor who was so much stronger than she knew.

      Nicola was worth fighting for. Defending. Protecting.

      I had a feeling that falling in love with her would be easy, and losing her would hurt like hell.

      But none of this had anything to do with me.

      Her loyalty to Cruz would only be an issue if we planned to get serious. Or started talking about a future together.

      Which we wouldn’t. We were just having some harmless fun. A fling. Sex with no strings attached.

      Nobody would get hurt if we stayed true to that course.

      Even as the thought went through my head, I knew I was fooling myself.

      Someone always got hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      “If one more person asks me when I’m going to meet a nice boy and get married, I’ll throw this loaf of ciabatta at them.”

      
        
          
            
              
        August

      

      
        What are you doing tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled as I texted him back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicola

      

      
        I’m at a family thing. But I could get away later if you make it worth my while.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        August

      

      
        Oh, I’ll make it worth your while. That’s a guarantee.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicola

      

      
        Do you have a bed yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        August

      

      
        Does a mattress on the floor count?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Do you know what Aunt Celia said?”

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicola

      

      
        It counts.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        August

      

      
        Then I have a bed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        August

      

      
        I’ll see you later. After I drop off Sage, I’ll be here all night… waiting.

      

      

      

      

      

      “She said that aliens have invaded the backyard….”

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicola

      

      
        I’ll be there with bells on.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        August

      

      
        Leave the bells at home. Just bring your sweet little ass over here. Clothing optional.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was still smiling when I looked up from my phone and met Ari’s gaze. “And then I told her to shove it up her ass,” she said.

      That caught my attention. “You did?” I looked through the open French doors and scanned the party in the backyard. With our family, she could have been talking about anyone. But hopefully, she didn’t say it to Nonna. Then there’d be hell to pay.

      Ari rolled her eyes and leaned her hip against the kitchen counter. “You missed my entire rant, didn’t you?”

      “No. Of course not,” I lied, fishing the lime wedge out of my sparkling water and ripping the fruit off the rind with my teeth. “I heard every word.”

      She laughed. “Sure, you did. I know that look.”

      “What look?” I averted my head and popped an olive into my mouth, already reaching for another. We were strategically positioned near the charcuterie board.

      As always, my mother had gone over the top. There were at least four different varieties of cured meats and enough cheese to feed an entire village in Italy, along with fruits and nuts and homemade fig jam.

      My whole family was extra.

      Ari smirked, her gaze flitting over my face. “The look of a girl who just got a booty call.”

      “I didn’t get a booty call,” I scoffed.

      I totally did. Tonight we’d have an actual bed, and I was buzzing with anticipation.

      But first, I had to get through a family gathering. No easy feat. Last time, Nonna went on and on about what a shame it was that Cruz and I never had kids. Now she was presiding over the picnic table, doling out her wisdom and advice. Which was why I was hiding out in the kitchen.

      “So, what’s going on with you and August?” Ari asked, peeling the prosciutto off a melon slice. She ate the prosciutto and handed me the melon.

      “Who’s August?” my mother asked, trying to foist a heaping plate of food on me. “Try the fritti. You love the zucchini flowers.”

      “I’m good, Ma.” I waved away the plate of food. No idea how she’d heard Ari’s question when she’d just come in from the patio, but that was my mother for you.

      “You’re all skin and bones. Look at you two.” She sized us up and pursed her lips, painted in her signature red.

      My mother was elegant in a black linen shirtdress belted at her waist to show off her slim figure. Hypocrisy at its finest.

      “A strong wind could blow you away.” My mother was exaggerating as usual. She was the queen of force-feeding her family. It was a wonder we didn’t all weigh four hundred pounds. “You girls need to eat more. Have a cherry tomato.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her to back off, and she stuffed it into my mouth.

      “They’re good, no? I stuffed them with the good canned tuna.” She huffed out an exasperated breath. “Why aren’t you eating?”

      Oh, my God. This woman drove me nuts sometimes. “Stop, Mom. I’ve eaten plenty.”

      “Who needs to eat?” my father boomed from the patio. I swear the man had supersonic hearing.

      “Nicola and Ari,” my mother yelled back. “Bring them some of your meatballs.”

      “I’m good, Antonio,” Ari shouted.

      “Same,” I called. “I don’t need any more food—”

      “Nonsense,” my mother said, pinching my cheeks like I was a five-year-old. “You’ve always loved your father’s meatballs.”

      Ari and I exchanged a look. We were both trying to hold back our laughter.

      “Antonio’s meatballs are delicious,” Aunt Celia yelled from the patio. “So juicy and tender. Tasty, too.”

      “Tasty balls,” Ari wheezed out.

      And that was it. We both lost it. It wasn’t even that funny, but we laughed so hard tears streamed from our eyes.

      “What’s so funny?” my father asked, waltzing into the kitchen with a bowl of meatballs swimming in sauce.

      I wiped tears from my eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “Nothing.”

      My father slid the charcuterie board aside, set the bowl in front of us, and handed out forks. “Mangia!” He threw his hands in the air and then planted them on his hips, waiting for us to do as we were told.

      “I don’t want a meatball. Ari, have a meatball. They’re so tender and juicy. Tasty too.”

      “I’ll bet they’re bursting with flavor.”

      Luca came into the kitchen with a beer in his hand and Ari’s nephew Dante riding piggyback. “You’re choking me, kid. Time to catch an Uber.” He set Dante on his feet, grabbed a meatball with his fingers, and popped it into his mouth. “Your polpette are missing something, Pop.”

      My father looked at him, aghast. “They’re perfect,” he declared.

      “If you say so.” Luca smirked. “You should take some for August and see if he agrees.”

      I wanted to punch him.

      “So, who is this August you’re all talking about?” my mother asked. Great. If Luca hadn’t opened his big mouth, she might have forgotten.

      “He’s my sous chef.” There. A simple explanation. No need for further questions.

      “Ahhh. The new sous chef,” my father said, nodding. Then, “August, you say?”

      I nodded and tried to divert their attention by spearing one of my father’s prized meatballs with my fork and guiding it to my mouth. “Luca’s right. Something is definitely missing.”

      Luca stuffed his face with another meatball. “Oregano.”

      The meatballs were fine, and we both knew it, but it was a little game we sometimes played with my father. He got so offended whenever anyone said a word about his food.

      “Did you burn the garlic for the sauce again, Antonio?” my mother asked, knowing perfectly well she was playing with fire.

      My father pressed his lips together and glared at my mother. Then he made a big show of tasting the sauce and declaring, “È spettacolare!” He punctuated his words with a chef’s kiss. Over-the-top, as usual.

      “August is an unusual name,” my mother said, circling back to the conversation from earlier.

      “Not really. He was named after Auguste Escoffier.” Not sure why I supplied that bit of information. Or why August was of so much interest to them. But my parents had always been nosy. They’d know every detail of my life if it were up to them.

      “Huh. Interesting,” my father said, stroking his jaw, eyes narrowed in thought. “What’s his last name?”

      I hesitated, although I wasn’t sure why. Not like the name would mean anything to him. “Harper.”

      “August Harper,” my father repeated, and then it was like a lightbulb went off in his head. “The boy from the Farmers Market?”

      My jaw dropped. How could my father have known that? August hadn’t told us his name. I knew because I’d questioned my father about it on the drive home that day.

      Luca’s gaze darted from my father to me. “What boy from the Farmers Market?”

      Aunt Celia joined us with the newest Benedetti in her arms. My cousin Elio’s baby daughter, Mia. We had an entire backyard, but the party always ended up in our tiny sunflower-yellow kitchen.

      Instead of dropping the subject like any sane person would, I questioned my father, “How did you know his name?”

      “He came back looking for you a few weeks later.”

      “He did? I never knew that. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “Who are we talking about?” Luca asked, not following the thread.

      “August, apparently,” Ari said, not even trying to hide her curiosity.

      My father speared me with a look. “And what would you have done with that information?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But I had a right to know.”

      “A right to know?  She thinks she had a right to know,” he told my mother. She shook her head and sighed. As always, they were a united front. “You were only a teenager,” my father continued. “And that boy was trouble. It was written all over his face.” He lifted his chin and squared his broad shoulders. “He was rude and arrogant and not the kind of boy a father wants his daughter to chase after. You wouldn’t have approved,” he told my mother, who nodded solemnly, accepting him at his word.

      “I wasn’t chasing anyone.”

      “He kissed you.” My father threw up his hands. “Do you think I’m blind? You think I didn’t see what happened?” He swirled his hand in the air. “He stole pistachios right out from under our nose.”

      Oh, my God. My father was ridiculous sometimes.

      Just drop it, Nic. Let. It. Go.

      I didn’t.

      “And what did you tell him?”

      “It was a long time ago.” He waved his hand in the air, dismissing it. “You think I remember that?”

      “Well, you remembered his name and exactly who he was, so you can’t expect me to believe you forgot the conversation.”

      My mother patted my arm, playing peacemaker. “Honey, it was a long time ago. What does it matter now? You found the perfect man for you, so there’s no point in rehashing ancient history.”

      And this was all true. Those were valid points. But still. I couldn’t help but wonder what could have happened. “You scared him away, didn’t you?” I asked my father.

      It wasn’t the only time he’d pulled a stunt like that. When I was seventeen, I was making out with a guy from our neighborhood. We were in my bedroom, just messing around, and my parents were supposed to be out. I didn’t hear them come home. My father ripped the guy away from me and practically threw him across the room, scaring the crap out of him.

      Even worse, he showed up at the guy’s house and told his parents to keep their son away from me. I was mortified.

      If it had been up to my father, I would have still been a virgin on my wedding day.

      “Of course I did,” he said without a hint of remorse. “I did what was best for you.”

      “That wasn’t your decision to make.”

      He pounded his chest with his fist. “I’m your father, so it was my decision to make. You were still underage. And now this man is working for you?” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at me like I was still a teenager and he’d caught me coming home drunk from a party.

      I mimicked his stance. “Yes, he is.” There was a challenge in my tone as if to say, what are you going to do about it?

      I swear I regressed whenever I was with my parents.

      My response was met with a heavy silence. All eyes were on me. You would think I’d just admitted to committing a double homicide.

      My parents looked concerned. Aunt Celia shot me a look like it was my fault Mia had started crying. Ari and Luca just looked curious.

      Luca was the first to break the silence. “So you and August go way back, huh?”

      “We only met once for about five minutes. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      My mother arched her brows. “And yet, you were just accusing your father of keeping you away from this boy,” she pointed out.

      Aunt Celia nodded, giving my parents her silent support. The whole thing was so ridiculous that I almost laughed.

      “I can’t really blame her,” Luca said, defending me. “Dad can be a bit overprotective when it comes to Nic.”

      “Is it so wrong to want to protect my only daughter?” My father’s eyes were on me, and he’d reverted to Italian. But his voice was soft, and my annoyance vanished in an instant.

      It didn’t matter if I was thirty-two or twelve. My father still felt it was his duty to protect me. Everything he did came straight from the heart.

      He was passionate about two things: food and his family.

      I reminded myself that I was lucky to have parents who loved me. Even though my father could sometimes be stubborn and overprotective, he was a good man and a good father, and I loved him.

      Life had worked out exactly how it was supposed to. I was meant to meet Cruz when I did. And maybe, like Scarlett said, August came back into my life exactly when he was supposed to.

      I never used to believe in fate or destiny, but now I do. The universe knew what we needed and gave it to us when we were ready.

      “No, Papa,” I said softly. “It’s not wrong. Ti voglio bene.”

      “Ti voglio molto bene,” he responded, holding his hand over his heart.

      My mother moved to his side, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, kissing the top of her head.

      Our family was nothing if not dramatic. And my parents were couple goals. Even after all these years, they were still deeply in love.

      “You see?” My mother beamed. “There’s so much love in this family.” She pulled me into their circle, and my parents hugged me.

      Behind me, I heard Luca snickering. “Talk about a weird family flex.”

      Not missing a beat, my mother’s arm shot out to smack the back of his head. “Ow. Jesus. What was that for?”

      “Just a love tap,” my mother said. Then she took my face in her hands. “You’re not alone, honey,” she said. “You have us.”

      While I appreciated her words and was grateful to have them, there were some things a family couldn’t give you.

      Later that evening, my mother sought me out again. “Don’t forget, Nicola. You’re still married.” She gave me a knowing look. “Remember your vows.”

      I looked up at the crucifix hanging above the arched doorway.

      Forgive me, Jesus, for I have sinned.

      But not even my Catholic guilt would prevent me from doing it again.
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      August

      “Can I try it?” Sage asked, reaching for my knife.

      I hesitated. I’d sharpened the blade the same way I always did. Sharp enough to slice clean through a sheet of paper without a snag. When I didn’t turn over the knife immediately, Sage held his hands together as if praying.

      No way in hell I could say no to that face. “Okay. But I’m going to help you.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      I showed him how to hold a knife the right way, but his hand was too small to get a good grip on the handle, so I stood behind him, wrapped my hand around his to give it support, and held the pineapple with my other hand.

      “You good?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the blade as we cut off the rind.

      “Yep.”

      It took fifteen minutes to clean and chop the pineapple, which would have taken me less than half that time, but I didn’t complain. I was just happy he was enjoying himself. It had been a good day. After a trip to the aquarium, where we spent most of our time at the interactive rockpool, we went to the market and stocked up on his favorite foods.

      Now we were cooking dinner in my new apartment.

      It didn’t get much better than that.

      “When you were little, you used to come and visit me at work,” I told him as I set a pan on the burner—electric, not gas. I hated using electric stoves, but the appliances in this apartment hadn’t been updated since the eighties.

      “At your chef job?” he asked, whisking the sauce for the stir-fry. Soy sauce splashed over the rim and splattered the counter, but I resisted the urge to clean it up or take over. It didn’t matter if he made a mess or if the red peppers weren’t cut into perfect strips.

      I didn’t want to break his spirit like my father used to try to do with me. And I didn’t want to ruin his enthusiasm by demanding perfection.

      “Yep. I used to own a restaurant. Every morning when I left for work, you’d beg to come with me. You hated to miss out on anything.” I smiled, remembering how he used to be such a daddy’s boy. It used to fill me with so much pride and joy when he lifted his little arms and asked for hugs.

      “I still do,” Sage said. “Nobody likes to miss out on the good stuff.”

      I chuckled. His brow was furrowed in concentration while he whisked the sauce that didn’t need any more whisking. “I think the sauce is good, buddy. You can take a break now.”

      “Phew. My arm is getting sore.” He shook out his arms and surveyed the chopped vegetables on the board before looking up at me. “What’s next?”

      “Now we just toss everything in the pan and fry it. But you have to be quick, or it will get overcooked. Vegetables first. They take the longest.”

      He gave me a thumbs up and tossed the vegetables into the sizzling pan. “Just keep moving everything around.” I handed him the wooden spoon after I showed him how to do it and stepped aside to let him try it himself. “But try to keep everything in the pan,” I said as a slice of red pepper flew out and landed on the floor.

      He laughed. “It’s a flying pepper. This is fun.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nodded vigorously, matching the enthusiasm of his stir-frying technique. By the time I added the shrimp and pineapple, half the vegetables were on the floor.

      We ate our dinner on the balcony overlooking the parking lot and sat on webbed lawn chairs at a round metal table, all of which had been left here when I’d moved in. It wasn’t much of a view, but Sage didn’t seem to care or notice that his surroundings weren’t as luxurious as the house he lived in.

      At his age, I guess those things didn’t matter as much.

      “That was the best food I ever ate,” he declared after he finished his second helping. He leaned back in his chair and patted his stomach with a contented smile. The early evening sun lit up his face, and I couldn’t keep the smile off mine. Sage might be small for his age, but he had a good appetite.

      “Food always tastes better when you cook it yourself.”

      “Mom says food always tastes better when she doesn’t have to cook it.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, your mom was never into cooking.” That was putting it nicely. Sasha couldn’t cook. At all. She either burned everything or undercooked it. It used to baffle me how she couldn’t even follow a simple recipe.

      “What did I do at your restaurant when I visited?” he asked.

      “I made lunch for you and your mommy while I did my prep work. You loved to watch me cook.” Sasha used to joke that I was better entertainment than the Disney channel. “I introduced you to all kinds of new food. Not kid food for you, little man. No chicken nuggets or Happy Meals.”

      “What?” He looked so scandalized that I laughed. “I love McDonald's.”

      I sighed. “Next time we’re together, I’ll make you a real burger.”

      Sage left his seat and gripped the metal banister, watching the seagulls as they dumpster-dived. Stupid birds. The ocean was only a few miles away. Sage glanced over at me. “Did I have fun at your restaurant?”

      “You had fun because you were in the kitchen. I used to put you at the chef’s table.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A special table in the kitchen where the customers could watch the chefs preparing the food.”

      He rested his chin on his crossed arms, still fascinated by the seagulls. “What kind of food did you make?”

      I’d forgotten how many questions kids ask. All day he’d quizzed me on everything from why sea stars are so shy to why some peppers are green when others are yellow, red, or orange. But these were easy questions. We hadn’t tackled any of the big ones yet.

      “I had something called a tasting menu. Every night was different. I used to go to the markets early in the morning and create a menu around whatever was freshest or excited me that day. Nobody knew what they were getting until we served them.”

      “Like a surprise?”

      “Yep.”

      He grew tired of watching the seagulls and turned his back to the parking lot, then stared at the flat roof for a minute before running over to my chair and leaning on the arm. “Can I play a game on your phone?”

      “I don’t have any games on my phone. Let’s clean up, and we’ll go to the beach or the playground for a while before I take you home.”

      “Okay.” He carried his glass of water into the kitchen, leaving me with the rest. I chuckled under my breath. Kids.

      “So, you were the boss,” he said, eating the leftover pineapple while I washed up the dishes.

      “I was the boss.”

      He was quiet for a minute. “I don’t remember it. I don’t remember anything. I keep trying to think really hard.” I turned from the sink, hearing the change in his tone. He gripped his head in his hands. “But I don’t even remember you. I feel like I should, but I don’t.”

      His chin trembled like he was trying to hold back the tears and his eyes dropped to the floor. Without a second thought, I did what I’d wanted to since I saw him on the beach with Travis.

      I lifted him off the ground and into my arms. He was seven going on eight, and maybe he was too big for this, but fuck it. He was still a little boy, and he was hurting. All I wanted to do was fix this and take away his pain.

      He wrapped his arms around my neck and held on tight like I’d vanish if he didn’t keep a firm grip.

      My eyes closed, and my heart cracked when I felt his warm tears seeping into my t-shirt.

      While he cried silent tears, I rubbed his back, trying to soothe him like I used to when he was a baby and woke up crying in the middle of the night.

      We used to have an upholstered rocking chair in his room that Sasha used for breastfeeding, and so many nights when I got home from work, I’d fall asleep holding Sage in that rocking chair.

      On my one day off, we spent the whole day together. Sasha and I took him to the park. To the playground. To the beach. To the markets. Hiking in the canyon with him in a baby carrier when he was too young to walk, and when he got older, he’d walk until he got too tired. Then he’d ride on my shoulders.

      But I wasn’t surprised he didn’t remember any of that. I couldn’t remember anything before the age of three, either.

      “It’s okay, Sage. It’s okay that you don’t remember. Because I remember you. I’ve loved you since you were born, and I will always love you. Always. Nothing in the world will ever change—”

      “Can you put me down now?” His voice was muffled, and I squeezed him before I set him on his feet and crouched in front of him.

      Things had gotten heavy fast. I cleared my throat. “Do you want to talk about—”

      “No. I want to go home.” He darted to the door and ran outside before I could stop him.

      “Sage! Get back here!” He didn’t stop. Didn’t even turn around. If anything, he ran faster. He wanted to get as far away from me as possible.

      My blood pressure spiked, and my heart was in my throat. I grabbed his shoulders just before his feet left the curb, lifted him off the ground, and threw him over my shoulder.

      He pummeled my back with his fists, kicking and screaming, and if anyone were to witness this, they’d think I was kidnapping him.

      “Calm down,” I said sternly, my emotions swinging from anger to fear to worry.

      He let out a shriek when I tossed him into the front seat of my truck and held onto his arms so he couldn’t get away.

      “Let me go.”

      “So you can run away again? Not happening.” I kept a firm but gentle hold on him so I wouldn’t hurt him, but he couldn’t get away either.

      He glared at me. Dried tears streaked his cheeks, but the sadness from earlier was replaced by anger. “I just want to go home.”

      My jaw clenched, and I gritted my teeth, my voice low. “What were you thinking? You could have gotten hit by a car.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I care,” I ground out. “You can’t just run off like that, Sage.”

      He lifted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Why not? You did.”

      It would have hurt less if he’d kicked me in the balls. Repeatedly.

      “I didn’t leave you because I wanted to.”

      “I don’t care. Just take me home.”

      I had no intention of taking him home until we’d talked this through. And this time, I wasn’t bribing him with ice cream.

      It was time to tell him the truth.

      I had no idea if it would make things better or worse, but he deserved to know where I’d been for the past five years.
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      August

      “This isn’t my house,” he said when I parked near the beach and opened the passenger door.

      “I know. Come on.” He didn’t budge from his seat. Stubborn, like his old man. “You have two choices. You can either walk on your own two feet. Or I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”

      He glared at me and crossed his thin arms over his chest. “Go ahead. See if I care.”

      It was such a kid thing to say that I almost laughed. But none of this was funny. “One more chance, Sage. I’m going to count to three, and if you’re not out of this truck by the time I get to one, I will carry you.”

      He clenched his jaw and refused to cooperate. I started the countdown. “Three… two…. o—”

      “Fine.” He jumped out of the truck and planted his hands on his hips. “But only for five minutes, and then we’re leaving.”

      As if he was the boss and could call the shots. “I’m not bargaining with you, Sage. We’ll stay as long as it takes.”

      He trudged to the beach and across the sand until we found a quiet spot away from the others enjoying the sunset. We sat facing the ocean with our knees drawn to our chest, looking like exactly what we were—father and son. He might not look like me, but he sure as hell had similar mannerisms.

      “I don’t think it’s right to lie to you or to withhold information,” I said, getting right into it. “You have every right to be mad at me. And you deserve to know where I’ve been for the past five years. So I’ll be honest with you.”

      “Whatever,” he mumbled, but I could tell he was listening and curious to hear more.

      But fuck, this was hard.

      I wanted to be honest with him, but it was a lot for a little boy to understand, and I never wanted him to think that any of it was his fault. No point stalling, though, so I ripped off the Band-Aid. “I was in prison. Or jail. Whatever you want to call it.”

      There. It was out.

      I let out a breath and watched his face, trying to gauge his reaction. He picked up a handful of sand and watched it sift through his fingers while I stayed quiet, giving him time to process the information and formulate questions I knew he’d have. “So why did Mom tell me you left for another job?”

      That was a tough one. I didn’t want to call his mother a liar, so I chose my words carefully. “She was trying to protect you.”

      He snorted. “That’s dumb.”

      Not the reaction I’d expected. “Yeah? What’s so dumb about wanting to protect you?”

      He flopped onto his back and tucked his hands under his head like he was just chilling out on the beach and didn’t have a care in the world.

      “My best friend’s dad was in prison. And everyone knows it. So it’s not a big deal.”

      I shifted so I could see his face better. I knew his best friend was the other boy I saw on that beach that day. “Your friend, Bodhi’s dad, was in prison?” That surprised me because Sage had also informed me that Bodhi’s dad was Travis’ best friend.

      “Yep. A long time ago. Before Bodhi was born.” He traced the clouds with his fingertip like he was painting the sky. Kids’ moods were so mercurial. You’d never know that this was the same boy who had cried or kicked and screamed to get away from me. “Last week, Kai got in a big fight at a surfing contest, and he punched a kid.”

      Sage’s eyes widened, and he propped himself on his elbows to get his point across. “Like, he punched him right in the face.”

      Jesus.

      “And anyway.” His back flopped onto the sand again. “He got kicked out of the competition. But he said he didn’t care because that other kid said mean things about his dad. So he had to punch him.”

      I wasn’t sure if this was the time to tell him that fighting had never solved anything. But I let it go because I’d been in so many fights as a kid and didn’t want to be a complete hypocrite. Besides, this wasn’t about his friend. It was about Sage. “So you’re not upset that I was in prison?”

      “Nope.” Sage’s eyes closed like he was soaking up the last of the evening sun. Sage was a lot more chilled out than I’d ever been as a kid, that was for damn sure.

      I could feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. Probably Sasha. I’d deal with her later. Right now, I was more worried about Sage.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Only recently, I’d asked Nicola the same thing. I never used to ask that question. I never used to want to talk about anything. But times had changed, and so had I. “Do you have any questions for me?”

      “Not really,” Sage said.

      “Right.” Had he really accepted my answer so readily? “But if you have any questions, you can ask me whatever you want, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      A few minutes of silence passed, and I was still watching his face. He looked so blissed out that I wanted to ask him his secret. I don’t think I’d ever been that relaxed in my entire life. He could probably feel the weight of my stare because his eyes opened. They were the same shade of blue as a cloudless summer sky.

      “I came up with a question.”

      “Shoot. Ask me anything.” I thought maybe he’d ask me why I went to prison. Or if I’d missed him while I was there. Or something along those lines. But he gave me something different.

      “Can I… I mean, what should I call you?”

      Dad. Call me Dad. But I didn’t want to force him if it didn’t feel right. I cleared my throat. “What do you want to call me?”

      “I don’t know. I guess…” He chewed on his lip, unsure. I gave him a smile, encouraging him to continue, and schooled my features so it wouldn’t show how much the answer mattered to me. “Would it be okay if I call you… Dad?”

      His voice was so quiet, not much louder than a whisper, but even so, I heard it as loud and clear as if he’d shouted it.

      My chest expanded, and my heart was so full it felt like it might burst, but I tempered my excitement.  He’d sounded hesitant, and I didn’t want to come on too strong, so I kept my tone casual. “It would be more than okay. As long as you feel comfortable, I think it’s a good idea.”

      “Okay. Dad,” he said, testing it out. “Dad. Dad. Dad. I just have to get used to it.”

      I laughed. “Say it as many times as you want. I’m cool with that.”

      “I mean, I might not say it right away. I have to practice first.”

      I nodded, keeping my expression as serious as his. “Practice makes perfect. You’ll get the hang of it.” And man, did it feel good to have my son back. Being called “Dad” was a privilege that shouldn’t be taken lightly.

      Like so many privileges I’d lost in the last five years, I vowed to never take it for granted again.

      “Can I get tattoos like yours?” he asked a little while later.

      What I heard: Can I be just like you when I grow up? Maybe he didn’t mean it that way, but that was how I chose to see it.

      This kid had no idea how much his words meant to me, but I didn’t want to scare him by attaching too much meaning to it, so I kept it simple. “When you’re older, sure. If you still want them.”

      “How old do I have to be?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Eighteen? But that’s like a million years from now.”

      I chuckled. To a seven-year-old, it probably seemed that way. “It’s only ten and a half years.”

      “It’s still a long time,” he said glumly.

      “You’ll be surprised how fast time flies. Speaking of time, I have to get you home now.”

      “Can I stay over at your house sometimes?”

      “Sure, you can. We have a whole summer ahead of us.”

      “Yeah. I’ll have lots of time. Will you take me camping?”

      “You want to go camping?”

      He nodded vigorously. “I want to sleep in a tent. And I want to go out on a boat and see dolphins. And…”

      All the way to his house, he named the thousand and one things he wanted to do during his summer vacation. I was preoccupied with figuring out how to make every one of his wishes come true when Sasha answered the door and dumped an ice-cold bucket of water over my head.

      Not literally. But it felt like it.

      “Sage, say goodbye to your dad now. I have to talk to him.”

      At least she was referring to me as his dad. A step in the right direction.

      I ruffled Sage’s hair, and unable to resist, I pulled him into another hug. “I’ll see you soon.”

      He smiled when I released him. “Yeah. We’re gonna make burgers.” His eyes widened. “Hey. Maybe we can make them on a campfire.”

      “That sounds like a good plan.” No idea where the hell I’d get a tent or the time off to go on a camping trip, but I’d figure it out.

      “Go on inside and brush your teeth,” Sasha said. With a wave of goodbye, he did as he was told. When Sage was out of earshot, Sasha pulled the door closed behind her and turned to face me. “You’re late.”

      “I texted you.” I hadn’t read her response, but still, I’d texted to let her know. “We had a lot to talk about. I needed more time.”

      “It’s a school night, and it’s already past his bedtime.”

      The old Sasha never used to worry about adhering to a routine. Not to mention it was only eight o’clock, not midnight. But I didn’t argue with her. I had more pressing issues to discuss. “Since school will be out soon, I’d like to make a new schedule so I can spend more time with him.”

      “This is what I wanted to talk to you about.” She paused and chewed on her lip before her words came out in a rush. “We’re leaving for Hawaii on Sunday. We’ll be gone for six weeks.”

      I stared at her, trying to comprehend what she was telling me.

      Six weeks? That was most of his summer vacation. “And you didn’t think to mention this sooner? What the fuck, Sasha? How could you just forget something like that?” Anger sharpened my tone.

      She took a step back. “We planned to leave a week later, but our plans changed.”

      Either way, she should have told me. “I’ve just gotten him back in my life. You can’t just take him away from me like that.”

      She folded her hands over her chest on the defensive. “I’m sorry, August. But we made these plans before you came back.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose and let it out, trying to calm down before I spoke. “Can’t you make it two weeks? Six weeks is a long time.”

      “Travis needs to be there, and wherever he is, that’s where we need to be.”

      But what about me? His father. In a kid’s world, six weeks was an eternity. We’d finally made progress, and I was gaining his trust. And now she was taking him away from me?

      “Look, August… I might as well get it all out now.” She wrung her hands together. Her brows were furrowed, and she wore that same worried expression she used to have whenever she was nervous about telling me something.

      She usually prefaced it by saying, don’t be mad, but…

      I rescued another dog. The vet bill is $800.

      I told Damon he could move in with us.

      I wrecked the car. I didn’t even see the guy turning.

      I knew that whatever she was about to tell me wouldn’t be good. So I tried to mentally prepare myself for the next bomb she was about to drop. But I wasn’t the least bit prepared for her words. “We’ve been talking about moving there.”

      I reared back like I’d been struck. “The fuck did you just say? Because it sounded like you said you were talking about moving to Hawaii.”

      “We haven’t made definite plans, but we’re seriously considering it. We’re planning to look at houses while we’re down there. We think it would be a great place to raise kids.”

      I slammed my palm against the doorframe, making her jump. “No. Fuck no. Don’t do this, Sasha. I can’t… you can’t do this to me. You can’t take him away from me.”

      But sadly, she could. She could do anything she damn well pleased. Sasha held all the power and made all the decisions for our son.

      Sasha lifted her chin, finding her strength. “We’ll be back mid-July, and you can spend time with him then.” She made it sound as if she was doing me a big favor. “But if we find the right house and decide it’s the right move for us, we want to move before the school year starts and the baby comes.”

      I could not fucking believe she was standing in front of me, calmly telling me there was a good chance they would be moving to Hawaii.

      “Does Sage know about this? Because tonight he was talking about all the things we could do this summer. He never mentioned anything about Hawaii.”

      “He must have forgotten, but we’ve discussed it with him before, and he loved the idea.”

      Of course, he did. Because what kid wouldn’t love the idea of moving to Hawaii? “If you and surfer boy move to Hawaii, where the fuck does that leave me?”

      “I don’t know, August. We weren’t exactly making plans with you in mind. I didn’t even know if you’d come back….”

      Un-fucking-believable. She was acting like she didn’t know me at all. “That’s bullshit, and you know damn well know it. I’m not your father. I would never walk away from Sage.” She had the good grace to lower her eyes because she knew it was true.

      “Why don’t you stand up to Travis and tell him this isn’t the right decision? Is he even thinking about what this would do to Sage? You can’t just uproot his life like that. Travis isn’t Sage’s father,” I reminded her in a desperate attempt to talk her out of this. “That role still belongs to me.”

      “Like it or not, we’re a family, August.” Our eyes met. “Travis was the only father figure in Sage’s life for a long time.”

      A long time? “How long are we talking about?”

      She shook her head, her gaze drifting to a spot over my shoulder. “It doesn’t matter. You’re missing the point.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ve gotten the point exactly right. When did you meet Travis?”

      I didn’t even know why I was going down this road. What did it really matter? But now that I’d opened this can of worms, I wanted an answer.

      “Don’t do this,” she said quietly.

      She couldn’t even meet my eyes which meant she had something to hide.  “Humor me. When did you meet him?”

      She hesitated. “When I was eighteen.”

      I let out a humorless laugh. “Of course you did. Before or after you met me?”

      “Before,” she admitted. “But he was… is twelve years older than me, and nothing happened. I didn’t run into him again until I was working at a surf expo about a year after you went to prison.”

      So that was the real reason why she’d sent me that letter. Did she go back to swimsuit modeling? Who cares? That wasn’t the fucking point. “You only waited a year to move on. Damn. You gotta love that kind of loyalty.”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “Oh yeah? Why don’t you enlighten me?” My voice had a hard edge to it.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation. You were gone,” she gritted out, her eyes flashing with anger.

      Just when I thought we’d gotten past all that, she held it over my head again. Would she use my mistakes to justify everything she did for the rest of our lives? “How convenient. So I was right. You sold yourself to the highest bidder.”

      Her eyes flared. “How do you think all those bills got paid? Do you think a fairy godmother waved her magic wand and poof, all the bills disappeared?” She threw my words back in my face, her tone spiteful. Our facade of civility was forgotten in the heat of battle. “That’s not how it works in the real world, baby.”

      How quickly she’d changed her tune. Two weeks ago, I was her savior. Now I was the enemy, and she wanted to ensure her words hit me exactly where they hurt.

      Bullseye. Mission accomplished.

      I was done playing nice with her. “I’ll be here at eight o’clock Saturday morning. I’m spending the day with my son.” It was not a request. “Make sure he’s ready. And if you decide to move to Hawaii, you can bet your ass that I will drag you through court.” I stabbed my finger at her. “I will not go down without a fight.”

      I had nothing more to say, so I strode away before she could respond.

      “I thought you’d changed,” she called after me as I climbed into my truck. “But you’re still the same asshole I met thirteen years ago.”

      I didn’t even bother responding. Guess we were both done playing nice.

      Funny how I’d forgotten that side of our relationship. We knew exactly which buttons to push and how to bring out the worst in each other.

      And I was the asshole? The night we met, I’d rescued her from some asshole who was getting too handsy.

      I jammed the key in the ignition and rocketed out of the fancy gated community. I narrowly escaped the gate as it closed behind me.

      As I drove, my thoughts played on a loop in my head.

      What was I going to do if they decided to move? I was a convicted felon. I wasn’t even allowed to leave the state of California. I’d had to get permission just to leave the fucking county.

      Would I even stand a chance if I dragged her to court?

      Fucking hell. I slammed my palm against the steering wheel.

      I would do anything it took to keep Sage in my life. But at what cost? Was that really something he needed in his life?

      It wouldn't be pretty if I went to battle with his mother. He’d be scarred for life.

      Could I really do that to him?

      And then there was Travis Fucking Jones. He’d paid off my bills, and now I was in his debt.

      Whenever I thought things were finally getting better and everything was falling into place, the rug got pulled out from under me. A-fucking-gain.

      How would I ever compete with a man who had paid off my debts? He’d ridden in like a white knight and rescued the damsel in distress. Nobody could play that role better than Sasha. She was born for it. All she had to do was bat her lashes, and men fell all over themselves to help her.

      I’d only been gone for one year when she ran into his arms. How’s that for loyalty? I could only imagine the sob story she’d given Travis.

      Nothing could make a man feel so small as knowing another man had stepped in to clean up the mess he’d left behind.

      And right now, I felt about two feet tall with a heart so heavy I could barely breathe.

      My father’s words came back to me.

      “I wish you’d died instead of her, you little shithead. You’re not even my kid, but I’m left with the mess.”

      Needless to say, there was no love lost between us.

      To this day, I had no idea who my real father was or if he was so drunk that he didn’t know what the hell he was saying.

      But I remembered his words so vividly that they were permanently etched on my brain. They’d stayed with me longer than the pain of being backhanded by the drunk I called Dad.

      I felt very much like my father’s son at this moment.

      An asshole.

      A mess.

      Unworthy of my next breath.

      So I did exactly what he would have done.

      I swung my truck into a parking space, climbed out of my truck, and pushed through the front door.
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      Nicola

      I blinked a few times, trying to adjust to the dim lighting as the door closed behind me. The Last Stand, aptly named, smelled like stale beer and cigarettes, even though smoking had been banned years ago.

      It was the kind of place where dreams went to die.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d had to rescue someone from this bar. Two years ago, Belinda got so drunk she fell off her stool. Luckily, she was fine except for a split lip and a headache the following day. And years before, I’d driven Scarlett here to rescue Dylan.

      Now I was here for August.

      There were a few others hunched over their drinks at the bar. But my gaze homed in on the man scowling into the amber depths of the glass in his hand.

      I slid onto the stool next to him, and bloodshot green eyes met mine.

      “What are you doing here?” he slurred.

      “We talked on the phone. I told you I’d be right over.” The irony wasn’t lost on me. He’d come to my rescue once before, and now it was my turn.

      He snorted. “Why the fuck would you do that?”

      “I don’t know, August.” I sighed in exasperation. “Maybe because I care about you.”

      August faced forward, his shoulders hunching, a harsh laugh escaping his lips. “Find someone who’s worth it.”

      He’d said those exact words to me when I was sixteen.

      But what would ever make him think that he wasn’t worthy?

      He downed the rest of his drink, slammed the glass on the bar, and signaled to the bartender. “Another round. Bring one for my….” He licked his lips and closed one eye, squinting through the other one like he was trying to come up with the right word. “What do I call you? My piece on the side? My booty call?” He let out a raucous laugh like he found that funny.

      I ignored his words and excused his behavior because he was drunk. “Just give us the check, please,” I told the bartender.

      “Us?” August asked, skewering me with a look. “There’s no us, baby.” He waved his empty glass in the air. “Where the fuck’s my refill?”

      The bartender sliced his hand across his neck. He was probably in his late sixties with graying brown hair in a ponytail and a long beard that reached the middle of his Grateful Dead t-shirt. “You’re done, man.”

      He slapped the check on the sticky bar, and I grabbed it, but August snatched it out of my hand and got to his feet, swaying.

      “What’re you gonna do? Are you gonna pay my bills too? I don’t need your fucking help. Don’t need anyone,” he muttered, searching his pockets until he came out with his wallet.

      “Obviously, you do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have called me.”

      I was lying. August hadn’t called me. I called him when I got to his apartment.

      After knocking on his door and waiting for ten minutes, I scoured the parking lot looking for his truck before concluding that he wasn’t even there.

      So I called him. Three times before he finally picked up. But still. He’d answered and told me where he was. No need to argue over the semantics.

      “It was a mistake. I shouldn’t have called you. You can go home now.” He waved his hand toward the door like he was trying to shoo me away. “I’m good.”

      He was far from good, and I wasn’t going anywhere. August was in no condition to drive, and I didn’t even want to think what could have happened if I hadn’t turned up. Hopefully, he would have been smart enough to call for a ride.

      After he threw crumpled bills onto the bar to cover the tab, we walked out the door. I pressed my key fob to unlock my car and went to open the passenger door for him.

      “I’ve got it,” August growled. “I can open my own damn car door.”

      I gritted my teeth and bit my tongue as I rounded the hood and slid behind the wheel. It took him at least six tries to get his seatbelt fastened, but when I heard it click into place, I backed out of my spot and swung onto the road, easing into traffic.

      We drove in silence, but I kept sneaking peeks at August, trying to figure out what was going through his head.

      Why did he get drunk in a dive bar instead of meeting me at his apartment like we’d planned?

      After I left the family gathering, I went home, took a shower, shaved every inch of my legs, and slathered lotion on my skin to make it silky soft. I even put on makeup and blow-dried my hair so it fell around my shoulders in waves instead of wearing it up like I did for work. All for him.

      On the way to August’s apartment, I’d been filled with nervous excitement and anticipation. Only to deflate when I found out he was in a bar getting drunk instead of waiting for me.

      Since August wasn’t the type to leave you hanging, I knew something had to be wrong. Sure enough, I’d been right. But I still had no idea what could have happened from when we’d texted until I’d found him drunk in that bar.

      I parked in front of his building and followed him to the stairs.

      He lurched forward, and instinctively my arm shot out. I grabbed his bicep as if that would prevent him from going down. Luckily, he caught himself on the banister and righted himself.

      “Do you need help?”

      He huffed out a breath. “How you gonna help me? Gotta do this alone.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was talking about climbing the stairs or if it went deeper than that. But either way, my answer was the same. “You’re not alone, August. I’m here for you.”

      He squinted at me as if trying to bring me into focus, then faced forward and tackled the stairs, holding onto the wooden banister for support.

      I kept my eye on him as we climbed, ready to lend a helping hand if needed. Although if he went down, I didn’t know if I’d be strong enough to catch him.

      Luckily, he made it to the top without my assistance, and I trailed behind him until we reached his front door.

      He dug around in his pocket before finally coming out with the keys. “I’m losing my son. Just when I got him back, she’s trying to take him away from me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He fumbled with the keys and dropped them, the metal clanging on the concrete before he leaned over and snatched them up, swaying when he stood upright. “They’re going to fucking Hawaii. For six fucking weeks. Can you believe that shit?”

      Was this why he’d gotten drunk? Because his son would be in Hawaii for six weeks?

      It took him five minutes to open the door. I tried to help, but he swatted my hand away.

      He shoved the door open, and it banged against the wall as he flicked on the lights. “Welcome to Shangri-La,” he said with a sweep of his hand. “Isn’t it beautiful?” He laughed. “Course it’s not. It’s a shithole. Nothing like your fancy-ass house in the hills. Welcome to my castle, princess.”

      I hated how he was acting, but I kept my mouth shut and followed him into the living room. A low wall separated it from the small, dated kitchen, and linoleum masquerading as terracotta tiles covered the floor.

      The brass ceiling light cast a greenish-yellow glow on the room, highlighting the dingy beige walls and the general air of neglect.

      August deserved a nicer place, but he was starting over, and I suspected that money was tight. “None of that matters to me, August.”

      “Not to you, maybe.” He beat his fist against his chest. “But it matters to me. I’ve got nothing to offer you.” He held his arms out at his sides, then let them drop. “Not a goddamn thing.”

      “I don’t care about your money or where you live.”

      I don’t even think he heard me. He was too drunk for the words to sink in.

      He flopped down on a dark blue sectional. The sofa and coffee table were the only furniture in the living room.

      The air was stuffy, so I opened the sliding glass door to the balcony overlooking the parking lot.

      Not sure if that made things better. Now you could hear the noise from the traffic on the highway. I watched the cars zipping past, their headlights illuminating the darkness, and turned at the sound of his voice.

      “I’m an ex-con. And look at you.” He waved his hand in the air and then let it drop to the sofa. “You’re so fucking beautiful. You don’t belong here.” He slunk lower on the couch and propped his feet on the coffee table. “You don’t even belong in my world.”

      I sat next to him and tried to find the right words to make this situation better. I wasn’t used to seeing this version of August. Usually, he was a confident, take-charge kind of guy. “Don’t talk like that. You’re a good guy. Stop acting like you’re—”

      “Like I’m what?” His head swiveled, and he speared me with a look. “Bad for you? Because I am. If there’s one thing I know, it’s this. No good will come of being with me.”

      “Okay, I get it. It’s your turn to throw a pity party. So go for it. I’ll just be over here playing my tiny violin.” I pretended to play a tiny violin, holding an imaginary bow between my thumb and index finger, but it didn’t even get a laugh or a smile out of him.

      He dropped his head against the back of the sofa and scrubbed his hands down his face, his voice weary. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here because I care about you. And I’m staying because I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I’m drunk.”

      Even though it wasn’t funny, I laughed at how he said it as if he was divulging a big secret. He looked so boyish at that moment. His hair going in all directions. His face open and vulnerable. “Yeah, I figured that out.”

      “I don’t like getting drunk.” He laced his hands behind his head, his eyes on the ceiling. “Hardly ever do. My father was an alcoholic, and I’ve prided myself on being nothing like him. But here we are.”

      “You’re not like him. You didn’t get behind the wheel drunk.”

      “I’m going to lose Sage, and I can’t fucking handle losing him again.” His eyes drifted shut like he couldn’t face the thought and was trying to block it out.

      There was so much raw pain etched on his face that I did the only thing I could think to do. I scooted closer, wrapped my arms around him, and pulled him against me. “You’re not going to lose him. He’s not going away forever. You can FaceTime him and talk to him on the phone. I know it seems like a long time, but he’ll be back in six weeks—”

      “No. No, no, no. They’re talking about moving to Hawaii.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, happy that he couldn’t see my reaction.

      My heart ached for him.

      I knew how much he loved his son and how happy he was to have him back in his life. I didn’t have children, but I could only imagine the pain he must be feeling right now.

      “It’s going to be okay.” I rubbed his back in a circular motion as if he were a child that needed soothing. And I did the only thing I could.

      I lied and prayed that it would prove to be the truth. “Everything will be okay.”

      “I can’t lose him,” he said with a ragged sigh.

      “I know. I know you can’t. You won’t lose him,” I assured him, even though I couldn’t guarantee that.

      His arms wrapped around me, and he clung to me like I was his lifeline. This position wasn’t even remotely comfortable, but I stayed exactly where I was and let him hold on to me.

      It had been so long since someone had needed me like this. I wanted to be there for him every step of the way.

      But God, we were both such a mess.

      Two people who had lost too much and couldn’t afford to lose more trying to keep each other afloat.

      It was a disaster waiting to happen.

      But if we went down, we’d go down together.

      There was no way I would let him go.
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      August

      I woke up with a pounding headache and a desert-dry mouth. Flinching at the light pouring through the cracked blinds, I covered my eyes with the back of my arm to ward it off. Anyone who believed alcohol was the answer to their problems was an idiot.

      “Good morning, Sleeping Beauty.”

      I moved my arm and blinked, unsure if the vision in the doorway was real or if I was dreaming. “Nicola?” I croaked as I sat up and leaned against the wall for support. I was shirtless in nothing but boxer briefs, my clothes from last night nowhere to be seen.

      “Expecting someone else?” Nicola walked into the room and thrust a glass into my hand. “Drink this.”

      “What is it?” I sniffed the drink. It made my eyes water. Smelled like vinegar.

      “The answer to all your prayers. It’s the Benedetti special hangover cure. My brother swears by it.”

      I took a tentative sip and grimaced. “Jesus.” My lips puckered like I’d just sucked on a lemon but then the heat hit me. Cayenne pepper? Ginger? No way in hell would I drink that. “That packs a punch.”

      “Trust me. I was tempted to punch you more than once last night.”

      Last night. My memories were hazy, but I remembered enough to know that I’d made an ass of myself. I shoved my hand through my hair and yawned. “You should’ve. I probably deserved it.”

      “I didn’t want to hurt your pretty face.”

      “Pretty?” I scoffed. “I’m not pretty.”

      “You kind of are. It’s the eyelashes. I think they’re longer than mine.” She fluttered her lashes. She wasn’t the type to fish for compliments, but damn, she was so pretty. Stunning, really.

      My eyes roamed over her from head to toe, taking her all in, from the long waves of hair to the sexy little number she was wearing—a silky black jumpsuit, shorts, not pants, that showed off her long, toned legs.

      I cursed myself for being too drunk to appreciate her last night.

      I set the drink on the floor and grabbed her hand, tugging her closer. “Come here.”

      She resisted and pulled her hand out of my grasp. “No way. You smell bad.” I did a sniff test, confirming she was right. Whiskey seeped from my pores. I smelled like a distillery. “Go take a shower, and then I’ll feed you.”

      “Are you bossing me around, woman?”

      “Someone needs to take care of you. After that stunt you pulled last night, that much is clear.”

      The corner of my mouth lifted in amusement. She was so damn cute when she was bossing me around. “And you think you’re the one for the job?”

      “Yes, I do. I’m worth my weight in gold, baby.” She threw me a wink. “And don’t you forget it. Now drink your hangover cure, get your ass in the shower, and meet me on the balcony.”

      I grinned and watched her ass as she sashayed out of my bedroom, putting a little extra sway in her hips because she knew damn well my eyes were glued to her.

      In the past, I’d always been the one who took care of the woman in my life. Never the other way around. But Nicola was nothing like Sasha. She wasn’t fragile or breakable. She was going through a tough time, and a lot of people would have caved under the weight. Not her, though. She was a fighter. I loved that about her.

      Ten minutes later, I was freshly showered and feeling almost human again when I stepped out onto the balcony and took in the scene before me.

      Nicola cradling a mug of coffee in her hands. The table laden with food—crepes with fresh fruit, crispy bacon, and a perfect omelet. In the center of the table was a ball jar with three bright pink flowers and large petals.

      I had no idea when she’d had the chance to do this, but I was so overwhelmed that she did it all for me that I just stood there like a mute and said absolutely nothing.

      “August?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, closed it again, and sat across from her. “You did all this for me?” I asked wonderingly.

      She brushed it off with a wave of her hand. “All I did was make breakfast. It’s no big deal.” She pointed her fork at my plate. “Eat.”

      I wasn’t the least bit hungry, but I took a bite of food and another. Even though my stomach was rolling in protest, and I felt nauseous from all the whiskey I’d consumed last night, I forced myself to eat the food on my plate.

      Because Nicola made it. For me. And she did it the morning after I’d stood her up and chose to get drunk instead of spending the night with her.

      Nobody had ever made me breakfast. Nobody had ever taken care of me. I just couldn’t get over it.

      I cleared my throat, searching for something to say when my eyes landed on the flowers. “What kind of flowers are these?” As if I was an aspiring botanist and needed to know everything about the blooms in front of me.

      “Lotus flowers. They symbolize rebirth.” She lifted her glass of orange juice, freshly squeezed, might I add. “Here’s to new beginnings, August.”

      She punctuated her words with a glorious smile, and I swear it was like the sun coming out after a long, dark, and brutally cold winter. For a moment, I let myself bask in the glow. It reached deep inside and warmed me to my bones, tapping into my very being.

      I didn’t know if two broken people could heal each other, but her smile made me believe anything was possible.
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      “I have to get going.” She gave me an apologetic smile after we’d carried all the dishes inside. I didn’t have to ask where she was going. Nicola visited Cruz every day. “I’ll just help you clean up….”

      I took the plate out of her hands and set it in the sink. “Leave it. Thanks for breakfast.”

      Thanks for breakfast?

      That was the best I could come up with?

      I winced, remembering my drunk antics last night and the subsequent breakdown, and mumbled something that sounded like a half-assed apology.

      She turned to face me and leaned against the counter, her big brown eyes searching for something on my face like she was trying to decipher a code. “You have nothing to apologize for. You were upset, and I was happy I could be there for you.”

      I pushed my hand through my hair and blew out a breath, unsure what to say. I still felt like I owed her something. Just wondering what. I wracked my brain. Nope. Nothing.

      “You’re not used to this, are you?” She sounded amused.

      “Used to what?”

      “Someone taking care of you,” she said softly. “It’s okay to fall apart sometimes. You don’t always have to be strong and stoic. You don’t always have to be so in control of everything.”

      I almost laughed at that one. Right now, it felt like I had no control over anything. Not a single fucking thing in my life was within my control.

      Last week she told me I was good at dealing with her. The same could be said for the way she handled me.

      She must have been the best damn wife any guy could have asked for.

      Where the fuck had that come from?

      “I really have to go,” she said.

      There we have it. Nicola was still being a good wife.

      But she made no move to leave, and all I wanted to do was carry her to my bedroom, strip her naked and do all the things I should have done last night.

      My words were limited, but I could express my appreciation in a different way. I leaned in closer and wrapped my hands around her waist.

      She put her hands on my shoulders and looked at me from beneath her lashes as if reading my mind. “You’ll have to make it up to me another time. Last night, I got to listen to you snoring all night.” Her brows arched. “Not what I’d anticipated when I put on my best lingerie and showed up at your door for a booty call.”

      “A booty call?” I asked with a laugh as my thumb brushed over her hip bone. Then my mind snagged on the word lingerie. “You wore your best lingerie for me?”

      “Too bad you didn’t get the chance to appreciate it.”

      “I can appreciate it now.” I scanned her outfit as if I had X-ray vision and could see straight through the black material.

      Sadly, I could not.

      I traced the V of her blousy top with my fingertip, dipping below her cleavage before slowly trailing back up.

      I heard her breath hitch as I leaned in, my mouth near the shell of her ear and my erection digging between her thighs. “Let’s see it.” I kissed her lips, my tongue sweeping over the seam until she let me in. My tongue stroked hers, and she let out a little whimper as my hands roamed her body, trying to give her more incentive to stay.

      She pulled back and gave me a little shove. “Too late. You missed your chance. I’m already running behind. I have to be back in time to meet our new produce supplier at noon.”

      I pulled back. “Fuck. That’s today?”

      She nodded.

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      “You don’t have to,” she said dismissively. “Get some rest.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      She planted her hands on her hips. “I was perfectly capable of running my own restaurant before you came along.”

      “I’m sure you were, but now that you have me, you don’t have to do it alone anymore.”

      She sighed, her gaze darting to the glass doors. “I don’t want to get too dependent on you, August.”

      I hooked two fingers under her chin, forcing her eyes to meet mine. “Why the fuck not? We’re a team.”

      “Yeah, for now.” Something flickered in her eyes that I couldn’t read. Sadness? Fear? “But you won’t be happy working for someone forever.”

      Forever was a long time. But I stopped myself from saying nothing lasts forever and that no one can predict the future. She knew that better than anyone and didn’t need a reminder.

      “I’m here now,” I assured her. “Let’s assume I’m in it for the long haul, okay?”

      “Are you talking about the job? Or us?” She searched my face for the answer, and I schooled my features so she wouldn’t find it there.

      I opened my mouth to respond, then shut it again. I didn’t know the answer. I didn’t even know what we were or how long we could go on like this.

      The last I knew, we were just hooking up, no strings attached. Now she was implying there was an us.

      Not like we could plan a future together, even if that was something we wanted which I wasn’t sure we did. Like most things in my life, it was all up in the air.

      “Let’s just take it one day at a time. But before you go… let’s see what you’ve got under this little outfit, Honey Bun.”

      “Honey Bun?” She pulled a face. “That’s the worst nickname ever.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I very much doubt that. Just for that, you’re not going to see anything.”

      “You wanna bet?”

      She slipped past me and made a dash for the door. I caught her before she could turn the doorknob and leave. She let out a little squeal when I spun her around, caging her in with my body. Lifting her arms above her head, I pinned her hands to the wood. “Fight me, Honey Bun.”

      “You’re the worst.” But she was laughing and didn’t put up much of a fight.

      When my lips crashed against hers, she kissed me back, and I briefly entertained the notion of persuading her to stay long enough to test my new mattress.

      But as much as I wanted to take advantage of the situation, I knew she had somewhere else she needed to be, and I had to respect that.

      Plus, I had a few things to take care of before our meeting.

      So I opened the door and ushered her out with a kiss goodbye and a promise to meet her at noon.
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      Twenty minutes later, I parked at the marina. I was hoping to see ‘the captain.’ As I made my way to his boat, the dock swayed and creaked beneath my feet, and I spotted him talking to a man whose back was turned to me.

      When I stopped next to them, I reintroduced myself.

      “August Harper. Sage’s dad.”

      Sam nodded. “I remember.” He gestured to the man with longish brown hair streaked with blond—a chilled-out surfer in a faded orange t-shirt and board shorts. I recognized him from the beach. Travis’ best friend. “This here is Shane Wilder.”

      Shane smiled like he was happy to see me. “Good to finally meet you.”

      “Same,” I said out of habit more than anything. Not sure why he would be so interested in meeting me.

      After we shook, I focused on Sam and got down to business. “I’d like to take Sage out on your boat on Saturday. He wants to go snorkeling. Any chance you can fit us in?”

      Sam stroked his jaw. “I’m fully booked on Saturday. I might have some spots open on Sunday.”

      “Sage is leaving for Hawaii on Sunday. So it has to be Saturday.”

      “Sorry. Can’t help you,” he said gruffly.

      I scanned the marina, feeling desperate. I’d take my son out on a boat for his first snorkeling experience if we had to drive all the way up the coast to do it. But I knew it would mean more to him if we left from this marina. “Do you know anyone else who could take us out?”

      “Come on, Sam,” Shane said. “Don’t be an old curmudgeon. You can fit them in. Think how much it would mean to Sage to go out on a boat with his dad.”

      I side-eyed Shane. Why was he going to bat for me? He was Travis’ friend and didn’t know me from Adam.

      Sam cursed under his breath. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do. But you’ll have to get down here by seven-thirty on Saturday morning.”

      “No problem. Thanks. Appreciate it.”

      “I’m not doing it for you. See you Saturday,” he said with a sigh, like this whole thing was a huge imposition, and he was pissed off that he’d agreed to it.

      But he was taking us out on Saturday, so I didn’t give a shit what he thought of me.

      He walked away without another word, and I watched him retreat. He was wearing another garish Hawaiian shirt.

      “Don’t mind him,” Shane said. “You caught him on a bad day.”

      “As long as he’s nice to Sage, that’s all I care about.” For some reason, he’d made a good impression on Sage, who had mentioned the captain no less than three times on our drive back to his house yesterday.

      Shane nodded and fell into step with me. “What do you think of Costa del Rey so far?”

      Was he just making small talk, or was this question leading to something? “Nice town. Seems like a good place to live. And raise kids,” I added, hoping he’d take the bait.

      “It is. I’ve been to plenty of beautiful beach towns over the years, but this one is special. The only place I’ve ever called home.”

      This was the perfect opportunity to plead my case. To a total stranger. Which just went to show how truly desperate I’d become that I was grasping at straws.

      But what did I have to lose? So when we stopped next to my truck, I asked, “Any chance you can talk Travis into staying?”

      “I’ve tried. And I’ll keep trying. Sage is settled here. All his friends are here. And now that you’re back, I think it would be a mistake to uproot him.”

      Thankfully, we were on the same side. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “What will you do if they decide to move?”

      “I don’t know.” I didn’t know how much he knew about me, but I’d be willing to bet he knew a fair bit. “I can’t move yet even if I wanted to. Guess we’d have to stay in touch with video chats.” Just the thought of being unable to spend time with my son cut me to the core. “But whatever happens, I plan on being a big part of Sage’s life.”

      Shane nodded. “It’s tough, isn’t it?” His gaze drifted to the boats in the marina.  “Getting out of prison… trying to rebuild your life after all your freedom got stripped away… being angry at the whole world and feeling like you lost a big piece of yourself.” He met my gaze. “Or maybe that was just me.”

      “Nah. You pretty much summed it up.”

      “It gets better,” he assured me.

      I huffed out a laugh. “Every time I think that things get worse.”

      “Been there. Done that. Got the fucking t-shirt.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Keep the faith. And if I can do anything to help, you can usually find me at one of the breaks or Firefly Surf Shop.”

      I tipped my chin in thanks and slid behind the wheel, wondering what crime he’d committed. He didn’t strike me as the type of guy who would have had an easy time in prison. He seemed too easygoing and laid back.

      Not that doing time was easy for anyone. But I’d been a fighter all my life, and when I got locked up, I made it clear that I wasn’t the right guy to mess with.

      Unfortunately, fighting with my fists wouldn’t do jack shit to solve my current problem.

      All I could do was hope and pray that Travis would decide to stay in California.
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      Nicola

      On Saturday morning, when I knew August was out on the boat with Sage, I waited for the yoga class to finish and approached Sasha. It was the first time I’d ever seen her up close. She was beautiful. Breathtakingly so.

      One of those pregnant women who looked as if she was glowing from the inside. No swollen ankles or blotchy skin for her. “Hi. Sasha, right?”

      She gave me a friendly smile. “Yes.”

      “I’m Nicola. August is my sous chef.” I swept my hand toward The Surf Lodge.

      Her smile slipped.

      “I know this is none of my business, but I care about August. He’s a good man. And he’s… he’s been through a lot.” Not that I had to tell her that, but I felt like it bore repeating. “Sage means the world to him, and it would destroy him if you moved to Hawaii.”

      “Did he ask you to talk to me?” she asked warily.

      I shook my head. “No. This is all on me. Do you really think August would ask for anyone’s help?”

      “No. I guess not.” She rolled up her yoga mat, stuffed it in a carry bag, and then slung it over her shoulder. “But if we decide to move to Hawaii, it will be a family decision. No offense, but how does this have anything to do with you?”

      Her tone wasn’t unfriendly. Curious, maybe. Wary.

      She was probably trying to figure out my relationship with August. If I was just his employer, she’d be right. It wouldn’t affect me in the least.

      “It doesn’t. But like I said, I care about August and his happiness.” I probably should have stopped talking, but I was so angry on August’s behalf that I felt it was my duty to present his case. “Did you stop to think what this would do to him? To his life? He came here for Sage, and now you tell him you might be moving just when he's finally settling in?”

      Sasha crossed her arms over her chest, on the defensive. “He should feel lucky that I even let him spend time with Sage.”

      “How can you even say that? He would do anything in the world for Sage. So why wouldn’t you let him spend time with his son?”

      She studied my face, and I tried to keep my expression neutral. Not my forte. “You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you?” she guessed.

      “I don’t really see how that’s any of your business.” Now I was on the defensive. My response came out clipped and sounded less than friendly. Not my intention. I didn’t want to make an enemy of his ex.

      “But yet you think that the choices I make for my son are your business?”

      Okay, fine. She got me there. But still. Someone needed to be in August’s corner. “I’m just asking you to consider August’s parental rights.” I softened my voice. “Sage is finally getting to know his father, and that’s a big deal for both of them.”

      “Do you have kids?”

      “No,” I admitted. “But—”

      “Then you have no idea what it’s like to raise a child. You have no idea how hard it’s been.”

      I softened my tone. “I can only imagine. August told me about Sage’s heart defect, and I’m sure it must have been terrible for you,” I said, sympathizing with her. “But August is doing everything he can to make that up to his son.”

      “How long have you known August? A couple months?”

      “I know him well enough to know who he is. A good man who made a big mistake. And now he’s trying to rebuild his life. He’s trying so damn hard, and I have so much respect for him.”

      “I used to be like you once,” she said wistfully. “August was the love of my life. Or so I thought.” She looked out at the ocean, and I saw the sadness on her face. The grief of losing someone she’d loved.

      I understood that feeling so well. Thinking someone would be your forever only to lose them.

      “I used to think August was the greatest thing since sliced bread. But life with August is not all rainbows and unicorns.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s life or relationship is like that.” I waited until her eyes met mine to drive home my final point, hoping that some of my words would reach her and force her to reconsider. “We’re all flawed. We all make mistakes and say and do things we wish we hadn’t. But when I met August, he told me he was looking for a second chance. And this is him trying. He really needs that second chance with Sage.”

      Sasha’s eyes filled with tears, and I thought that a part of her still loved him. After all, you never forget your first love.

      “We’re not doing this to hurt August,” she said.

      “But you know it will,” I said softly. Something about Sasha made me feel like I should tread lightly. A fragility that made me want to protect her.

      She shook her head. “I have to go. But take it from me, don’t pin all your hopes and dreams on August. He’s selfish. Determined to get what he wants at any cost. He will make you believe that the sun rises and sets on you, but he will let you down when you need him most. Because that’s what he does. August is never happy with what he has. So when things seem too good, he’ll sabotage everything. He did it with his restaurant. He did it with every relationship he’s ever had. And he will do it to you, too. So no, I don’t fully trust August to be there for Sage. And whatever decision I make, it will be for Sage, not for August.”

      With those words, she turned and walked away, and I let her go.

      Was that true? I’d accused August of the same thing. Of sabotaging everything good in his life. But that was before I’d heard his reasons.

      The August I knew wasn’t selfish. If anything, he was selfless.

      So I dismissed her words and focused on the source. They’d come from a place of hurt and anger. Sasha still hadn’t forgiven August for abandoning them. He’d probably kept the drug dealing a secret and left her in the dark, so understandably it would have come as a shock.

      My initial reaction would have been anger too.

      But she was wrong about August. Her judgment was clouded by past mistakes, and she viewed him through a warped lens.

      I probably should have kept my mouth shut. It wasn’t my place to defend August.

      But still. Someone had to fight for him, and that someone was me.

      As I crossed the beach, I checked the time.

      Sage and August would be at the restaurant soon.

      Last night, August told me he used to bring his son to work, and Sage loved it. So I insisted that he bring him in today and was surprised when he agreed.

      Introducing me to his son seemed like a big deal.

      I’d bought all the stuff to make homemade pizza and even visited my father’s shop for fresh mozzarella. Luckily, he’d been too busy to talk or ask any questions.
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      “Am I doing it right?” Sage asked. He was standing on a stepstool, wearing one of my aprons over his rash vest and board shorts, while he stretched out the pizza dough the way I showed him.

      “You’re doing a great job,” I said, barely resisting the urge to hug and squeeze him tight. He was just that cute with his blond surfer dude hair and big blue eyes. “I think you got your dad’s talent. You’re going to be a great chef one day too.”

      His eyes widened into saucers. “You think my dad is great?”

      “One of the best I’ve ever known.”

      “What do you mean… one of the best?” August joked.

      I smacked his hand when he ripped off a piece of fresh mozzarella and tossed it into his mouth. “Your dad has a big ego,” I told Sage.

      “What’s an ego?” he asked.

      “What she’s trying to say,” August said, “is that she doesn’t know how she ever lived without me.”

      I laughed, trying to hide how close to home he’d hit. “You would think that.” I spared him a quick glance. He was dressed in a t-shirt and board shorts, and his hair had dried into that messy, perfectly tousled style.

      “So, how was the boat trip?” I directed my question to Sage, who was swirling a spoonful of tomato sauce onto his personal pizza.

      “Great!” He ripped off pieces of mozzarella and scattered them on the pizza. Then tossed on some shredded provolone and a handful of toppings that I’d cut up before they arrived. “We saw all kinds of fishes, and we even saw a dolphin.”

      “Wow. That sounds cool. Your dad’s pretty cool for taking you out on a boat.”

      “Yep. But Captain was the driver. It’s his boat.”

      Sage answered all my questions while the pizzas were in the oven.

      When they were done, August sliced them and slid them onto plates while I grabbed three San Pellegrinos.

      “Can we sit outside?” Sage asked.

      “Sure can.” I’d agree to just about anything Sage asked.

      I had no idea how parents disciplined kids when they looked up at you with those big hopeful eyes. I’d probably let my kids get away with murder.

      We carried our plates and drinks out to the terrace and set up our lunch for three at a table under the awning that protected us from the early afternoon sun.

      Sage positioned himself to face the pier and took a big bite of his pizza, his eyes on the beach. “My friends might be at the beach. Maybe I can see them from here.”

      “You’re seeing your friends later this afternoon,” August said.

      “Yeah.” Sage’s shoulders sagged. “I’m leaving tomorrow, so this is our last day.”

      I side-eyed August.

      I wanted to ask Sage if he was upset about leaving. But it wasn’t my place and probably a bad thing to do to a kid.

      If I were August, I don’t know if I’d be able to stop myself.

      “You’re going to have a great time in Hawaii,” August said, his tone so upbeat that his son would never know how much it cost him to say the words. “So you have something to look forward to.”

      I gave him a little smile and squeezed his hand under the table. That’s exactly what a good dad would say. Instead of thinking about himself, he’d put Sage first. Which just went to show how wrong Sasha had been to call August selfish.

      “Yeah, I can’t wait.” Sage’s face lit up with a smile. “I looove Hawaii. It’s so cool there. You should come and visit,” he told August, and my heart broke for him.

      “I’ll see you when you get back,” he said evenly. “But you can FaceTime me from the phone I gave you, okay?”

      “Okay.” Sage guided the straw to his mouth and took a sip of his sparkling water. Then his brow furrowed. “I hope Mom doesn’t get mad about the phone. She told me I was too young for a phone.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” August said.

      “Okay. Cause I really want the phone. I just don’t wanna get in trouble.”

      “You won’t. I promise.”

      Sage smiled and finished eating his lunch. His dad’s word was good enough for him. When he wasn’t looking, August scrubbed his hand over his face, and I could feel his pain.

      I hoped and prayed it would only be for six weeks. Not ideal, but he’d get through it. I didn’t know what he’d do if they moved there, though.

      If anyone was being selfish, it was Sasha.

      Maybe it was wrong for me to think that way, but if my husband had been sent to prison for the same reasons as August, I would have stood by his side.

      I would have waited five years… I would have waited for ten.

      I would have been angry and hurt, and I probably would have resented him for leaving me to hold the baggage, but I never would have deserted him.

      I’d never been in Sasha’s shoes, so maybe it was easy for me to say. But I knew myself.

      I don’t give up on the people I love.
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      August

      “Here you go.” Nicola handed me a damp sponge before backing away toward the glass doors.

      “Thanks. For everything.” Translation: Thank you for letting Sage come into your kitchen and making him feel special.

      It meant a lot to me.

      “Don’t thank me. It’s been my pleasure.” She aimed her smile at Sage. “It’s not every day I have two great chefs in my kitchen.”

      Sage grinned, puffing out his chest a little at the compliment. “We made some really good pizza, right?”

      “The best pizza I ever ate,” Nicola said. Her gaze swung to me, and her smile softened. I opened my mouth to tell her she could stay and hang out with us, but she beat me to it. “I have some work to do inside.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder, then spun and walked away.

      I suspected it was an excuse to give me some time alone with Sage.

      When I dragged my eyes away from the door and focused on Sage, he said, “She’s nice. Pretty too.”

      I smiled, happy to have Sage’s stamp of approval. “Yes, she is.”

      “I mean, not as pretty as Mom, but—”

      “Sage,” I said sharply. My gaze darted to the open door again. I hoped like hell Nicola hadn’t overheard. “You can’t compare like that.”

      “Sorry. I just mean that Mom is my mom, so I think she’s the prettiest. Bodhi says his mom is the most beautiful because she was a model.” He shrugged and held up his hands as if to say, that’s just the way it is.

      “It’s not a beauty contest, buddy. It’s what’s on the inside that counts. Now… where do you want it?” I held up the piece of paper for his inspection.

      Sage thought about it for a few seconds, then he tugged up the hem of his turquoise rash vest that covered his torso and arms and placed his palm over his heart. “Right here.”

      For a moment, I just stared at his chest. I hadn’t seen his scars since he was a toddler. The most noticeable one was the eight-inch scar that split his sternum. The scar had faded over time, but it would always be there. A reminder of the trauma his body had endured at such an early age.

      All the memories of those doctor visits and hospital stays and the fear and worry came rushing back and crashed over me like a tsunami.

      My chest got tight as visions of Sage being wheeled into surgery flashed before my eyes. I had to pry Sasha away from him and carry her into the waiting room. “If anything happens to him, I don’t want to go on living,” she’d said. “So, you’d better be right about this, August.”

      All I could do was pray like hell that I’d made the right decision by insisting on that third surgery, and thankfully the risk had paid off.

      I’d never been a big believer in God before, but when Sage went in for his first surgery, I dropped to my knees and prayed.

      I did the same for the two surgeries that followed. I don’t know if there is a God or if He heard my prayers, but I thanked the big man in Heaven every time Sage pulled through another surgery.

      Now, I did it again. A silent prayer of thanks for watching over my son. For not taking him away from us.

      Miracles do happen. I had proof. He was standing right in front of me on the deck, studying my face.

      “Dad?” he asked hesitantly.

      My gaze snapped to his face. It was the first time he’d called me Dad in five years. Every time I was with Sage, he found a new way to burrow deeper into my heart. I wouldn’t have thought it possible. But again, he proved me wrong.

      It took me a few seconds to recover and find my voice again.

      I cleared my throat and tried to sound normal. Not like a man who had been waiting for over five years to be called Dad. “Do you mind taking off your shirt? It’s a pretty big tattoo, and I want to make sure to put it exactly where you want it.”

      “Okay.” He peeled off his rash guard without a second thought and tossed it on the ground. I knelt before him and placed the press-on tattoo over his heart.

      “Right here?”

      He tipped his chin down. “Yep.”

      Keeping it in place with my hand, I set the timer on my phone, and he stood still while I pressed the wet sponge against it. But I could tell he was holding his breath.

      “You can breathe. Just stay still, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      While we waited the recommended time, his eyes were on the ocean. There was so much longing on his face. Like the sea was his home, and it was calling to him. When we were out on the boat today, he wasn’t the least bit nervous about snorkeling for the first time. Everything about the ocean and the sea creatures fascinated him.

      Afterward, on the way to the restaurant, he said, “You know what my favorite thing about the ocean is? You don’t even have to hold yourself up. The ocean does it for you. And it doesn’t even matter how big you are. The ocean can still carry you.”

      I kept thinking about those words. How the ocean can carry you. It seemed like a big concept for a little kid.

      But like Sasha said, Sage was an old soul.

      When the timer went off, I set the sponge aside and gently peeled off the paper, revealing the blue octopus tattoo. It was about the same size as the palm of his hand. “What do you think?”

      He tipped his chin down and squinted with one eye closed. “I can’t see it that good. How does it look?”

      “Pretty cool.” I pulled up the camera on my phone, flipped it to selfie mode, and handed it to him so he could study the tattoo more closely.

      His eyes widened, and his mouth formed a comical O. “This is the coolest thing ever. Wait until my friends see it.” He looked out at the beach, toward the pier again, keeping tabs on when his friends would arrive. “They’re here!” He ran to the railing and waved his arms, screaming their names. “Bodhi! Kai! I’m over here.”

      The sea breeze swallowed up his words, and it was too far away for them to hear. He looked at me expectantly, bouncing on the balls of his feet, itching to leave. “Can I go see them now?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, not sharing his eagerness. “I’ll walk you over.” No sooner were the words out of my mouth when he crawled through the railing, jumped to the sand, then tore off, in a hurry to move on to the next part of his day—hanging out with his friends. And Travis.

      I grabbed his rash vest and backpack from the deck and strode across the beach to the small group setting up beach chairs and a blanket under an umbrella. They’d brought surfboards and a cooler, all prepared for a day at the beach.

      Sage was already showing off his octopus tattoo when I reached them. I put my hand on his shoulder, staking my claim. I wasn’t ready to let him go.

      Sage looked up at me and then at his friends. “This is my dad.”

      There he went again. At this rate, I’d be crying like a baby before the day was over. After introducing me to his friends, he turned to face me. “Are you going to hang out with us?”

      As much as I would love to stay and hang out with Sage, I had no interest in spending time with Travis. Besides, these were his friends, not mine, and I had to get to work. “I have to work now. But I’ll see you in six weeks, okay? And you can call me whenever you want.”

      He bobbed his head. “Okay.”

      I gave him a hug, only a quick one. He looked like he was dying to join his friends, already heading down to the water. Sure enough, as soon as I released him, he said bye and chased after the other two boys. And just like that. He was gone.

      “We haven’t met.” I turned to the woman with long black hair and aquamarine eyes. Most likely the former model. “I’m Remy.”

      “August.”

      She smiled, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t dazzling. She was beautiful. Not my type. But beautiful all the same. “I know. We’ve heard a lot about you.”

      I pushed my hand through my hair. “I can only imagine what you’ve heard.”

      “It’s all good,” she assured me, and I wondered who her source was. Sage? Before I could question it, Shane and Travis joined us, and Remy left to look after the boys.

      “He’ll be back before you know it,” Shane assured me as if reading my thoughts.

      Travis offered no such assurances. “Can I have a word?”

      Can I have a word?

      I’d love to have a word.
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      August

      I said goodbye to Shane and started walking away without waiting for Travis. I turned to face him when I’d gotten a few feet away and jerked my chin at him. “Say what you have to say but make it quick.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I have to get to work.” There was an edge to my voice that I didn’t bother hiding.

      We weren’t friends, and there was no reason to pretend we were.

      He widened his stance and crossed his arms over his chest, adopting the same pose as me. “I told you when we met that I’m not the enemy.”

      I huffed out a laugh. Despite his words, it felt like once again we were at a stand-off and battle lines had been drawn. “No. You’re the guy who paid off my debts and stepped in to play dad,” I said, letting the bitterness seep into my words. “The same guy who wants to move my son to fucking Hawaii. So why don’t you tell me what I owe you, and I’ll start paying it off.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.” He pressed his lips together, looked out at the water, and then back at me. “Did Sasha tell you about my brother’s son?”

      I shook my head.

      “He was born with a congenital heart defect. Not the same as Sage. But he didn’t make it.”

      Fuck. My worst nightmare. “I’m sorry about your nephew.” And I meant it. I might not be Travis’ biggest fan, but nobody should have to go through something like that.

      “Yeah.” He rolled out his shoulders as if trying to shake off the memory. But unfortunately, it didn’t work that way. “I saw firsthand what something like that can do to families. And I wanted to do something to help other parents in a similar situation. So I set up a charity to help kids like Sage and their parents. When I ran into Sasha at a surf expo, she told me about Sage. So I put her in contact with my charity organization.” He gave me a pointed look to make sure I was following.

      He wanted to make it clear that he hadn’t paid off the debts. His charity organization had.

      “A few months later, she called to thank me,” he continued. “She wasn’t ready for a relationship yet, and I wasn’t looking for one either. But ever since I ran into her, I couldn’t stop thinking about Sage and wondering how he was doing. So Sasha invited me to Sage’s fourth birthday party, and I gave him his first surfboard. My buddy Shane made it especially for him, and as soon as he saw it….” Travis smiled and shook his head. “You should have seen his face. He was fucking over the moon.”

      “I can only imagine,” I said drily. Because once again, that was all I could do—imagine it. “Are you trying to rub salt in the wound? I get it. You were there when I wasn’t.”

      He let out a weary sigh like I was testing his limited patience. “I’m trying to tell you that Sasha and I started out as just friends. We got together because of Sage. I just thought you should know that. Although now I’m questioning why the hell I bothered explaining anything to you.”

      I ran my hand over my jaw, considering his words. He was being decent. Giving me more of an explanation than I probably deserved.

      But I still hated that he—or his charity organization—had to bail out Sasha. Guess that was my ‘stupid male pride,’ but it should have been my job, and it was another reminder of how much I’d failed.

      “Why are you telling me this?” I thought to ask.

      “I was pissed that you upset Sasha the other day, and I was planning to hunt you down and kick your ass,” he admitted. “But Shane talked me out of it. He thought you had a right to know the deal.”

      I’d have to thank Shane. He didn’t know me, yet he was in my corner again, fighting for me.

      I sized up Travis. He was built like a surfer. Lean and toned, and a few inches shorter than me. With a face that looked as if it had been carved from granite. But he didn’t look like a fighter. “Pretty sure you wouldn’t be able to kick my ass.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Mess with my wife again, and we’ll see about that.”

      I had no interest in messing with his wife. So I let that go and focused on the more pressing issue. “Why Hawaii? Your friends are here. Your life is here too.”

      “My brother moved to Hawaii with his wife and daughter last year. I’d like to be closer to them.”

      Fuck. Double fuck. Not the answer I was hoping for. Travis had family there, so moving to Hawaii was more than a whim. He had a good reason to be there.

      “I can’t move to Hawaii even if I wanted to. I have to stay in the state.” I didn’t spell it out, but I’m sure he understood what I was saying. Yet another reminder that I was an ex-con. The consequences kept piling up, making a difficult situation even more impossible.

      I lowered my head and rubbed the back of my neck. “Don’t take him away from me.” My eyes met his glacial blues. “Please,” I added.

      Short of dropping to my knees and folding my hands in prayer, I was all but begging him. In the past, I’d never begged or pleaded with anyone. But ever since I’d gotten out of prison, it felt like I was begging for every scrap of luck thrown my way.

      So now here I was, asking my son’s stepdad to have mercy on me and stay in California.

      Travis sighed and shook his head. “I can’t promise you that.”

      With those words, he turned and walked away, leaving me with a heart-sized hole in my chest. I rubbed it, trying to ease the ache as my gaze drifted to the water.

      Sage was floating on a wave, hands tucked under his head like he was lounging on the sofa. Weightless. Unencumbered by life’s heavy burdens.

      My chilled-out little boy was at home in the water, and he had everything I’d ever wanted for him—health, happiness, love, and a carefree childhood.

      What more could a father want for his son? Not a damn thing.

      Even so, I had no intention of letting him go without a fight. But I’d cross that bridge when we came to it.

      For now, I’d just have to hope that Travis found more reasons to stay than to leave.

      With a heavy heart, I retraced my steps to the restaurant, thinking about how funny life was. Travis and Sasha’s paths had crossed again years later, and so had mine and Nicola’s. Our stories ran in weird parallels.

      I don’t know what the universe was trying to tell us, but it felt like a sign. We were getting our second chance to live again. To move forward and find a way to be happy.

      If not for fear of losing Sage, I’d say the universe had gotten it right for a change.

      When I reached the service entrance, Nicola was outside, her face tipped up to the sun. No doubt she’d been waiting for me.

      She smiled, and some of my sadness lifted just from her smile.

      I’d just told Sage it wasn’t a beauty contest but fuck me, Nicola was beautiful.

      She flattened her palms on my chest and smiled at me like I was something special.

      “I have an idea.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her closer. Orange blossoms and sunshine. “What’s your idea, Honey Bun?”

      She rolled her eyes at the nickname and looped her arms around my neck. “For the next six weeks, let’s have some fun. And before you know it, Sage will be back.”

      But for how long?

      There was no point in wallowing, though. It wouldn’t change the outcome of anything.

      Maybe six weeks of fun with Nicola was exactly what I needed to keep my mind off the what-ifs.

      “Fun, huh?” I could think of a few ways to have fun. But I knew at least five people were in the kitchen, so sex in her glass office was out.

      My hands roamed down her back, and I palmed her ass. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Since we have our Mondays free, let’s spend them together.”

      “On my new mattress? I like the sound of that.”

      She ignored my comment and headed for the door. As we walked down the hallway, Nicola made plans for our days off. “We can hit up different beaches. Go to the vineyards in Temecula. Check out some restaurants in the area. Or we can just chill out and relax and watch movies… we can do anything you want.” We stopped outside the locker room, and I searched her face while she talked. “We can do all the things you loved doing before. All the things you’ve missed over the past five years.”

      I got the feeling she needed this just as much as I did. Maybe she was ready to start living again after putting her life on hold for two years.

      But I also knew she was doing this for me, and it was so fucking thoughtful that I got choked up for a moment.

      I shook it off, along with my fears of losing Sage.

      “Let’s start Operation Fun right now.” I grabbed her hand, yanked her into the locker room, and slammed the door shut, nailing her to the wood with my body.

      We couldn’t predict the future. Couldn’t even guarantee that there would be one.

      All we ever had was this moment.

      So I grabbed her face in my hands and kissed her like it was the end of the world, and we were the last two survivors, and she kissed me back like I was the air she needed to breathe.

      Later that night, it occurred to me that for two people who were supposed to be sticking to the shallows, it sure as hell felt like we were diving right into the deep end.
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      Nicola

      On Monday morning, I showed up at August’s apartment with a box of sea salt.

      We’d made plans to drive to Santa Ana for lunch. We were going to check out the street food at the different stalls in the market, then on to a craft brewery tour.

      I was on a mission to pack in as much fun as possible, and luckily, my idea of fun was the same as his.

      The plan was that he’d pick me up at noon. It was only ten thirty, and he wasn’t expecting me, but his truck was in the parking lot. I knew he was home unless he was out running, so I knocked again.

      The door opened, but only halfway. Just enough to see him. He was wearing black athletic shorts and a sheen of sweat. I wanted to lick his bare abs. Glide my tongue over the dips and ridges of his six-pack. Who was I kidding? That was an eight-pack.

      I’d had sex with him twice, but I was bent over my desk the first time, and we were both still dressed. The second time in the dining room, I was nearly naked while he’d been fully dressed.

      I stood before him, my mouth gaping as my eyes roamed over him like I’d never seen a male body before.

      It was a work of art, from the tattoos covering his arms and torso to the broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist. You could bounce a quarter off his abs.

      My gaze lowered to the light dusting of hair that dipped below his waistband, and I was practically salivating.

      “Eyes are up here, Honey Bun.” My gaze snapped to his face, and I saw the amusement in his green eyes. But he still hadn’t opened the door fully. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he had a girl inside. His gaze lowered to the box clutched in my hands. “Why are you at my door with a box of salt?”

      “Why are you half-naked and covered in sweat?” I countered.

      God, I sounded like a jealous lover. As if I had a right to know what he did every minute of the day.

      He licked his lips, and my eyes followed the movement. “You caught me in the middle of my jailhouse workout.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “Your what?”

      “It was my daily routine for five years.” He shrugged, looking a little embarrassed by the admission. “Saves me from having to get a gym membership.”

      A reminder that money was tight, and he probably couldn’t afford a gym membership. It was probably why he hadn’t invited me inside.

      The night he was drunk, he’d facetiously called his apartment Shangri-La and compared it to my house. Maybe he thought I was used to something nicer. “Can I watch?”

      He pushed his hand through his hair with a pained expression like this was the last thing he wanted.

      At work, we were on an even playing field. You could argue that I was his boss because I owned the place. But August’s confidence in the kitchen rivaled mine, so it felt more like we were partners than boss and employee.

      “You want to watch me work out?”

      If we were hooking up, he'd have to learn to accept that I didn’t care how much money he had or what his apartment looked like. “As soon as I bestow luck and good fortune on your new place, yes. I want to watch you work out.”

      I reached into the box of salt and came out with a handful that I sprinkled on the threshold before I all but forced my way inside.

      “What the hell are you doing, woman?”

      “It’s good luck. It’s a Benedetti thing.” As if that explained everything. I christened all his thresholds with a sprinkle of salt, including the door that opened onto the balcony. You could never be too safe.

      His apartment was just as sparsely furnished as my first time here. I was itching to buy him some plants. A TV. A couple chairs. A rug. Some art for the walls.

      But I knew it would injure his pride, so I acted like it was no big deal that he was using a liquor store box for a bedside table.

      I knew what I paid him, which would have been enough to have a few nice things. But he’d bought Sage a much better phone than the one he used, and I suspected most of his money went to his son.

      He sure wasn’t spending anything on himself.

      A quick scan of his closet revealed two hoodies, shorts, jeans, a flannel, and a few t-shirts. Four pairs of shoes lined the floor. The Vans were so faded it was hard to tell they’d once been maroon. The biker boots looked like the same ones he had at eighteen, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if they were.

      When I turned from the closet, he was leaning against the doorframe of his bedroom, watching me. “Have you inspected everything thoroughly enough?”

      The sharp edge to his tone put me on the defensive. “I wasn’t inspecting anything. I was just….”

      “Sprinkling salt for good luck.”

      I nodded. “Yeah.” I scanned his bedroom. Everything was neat and tidy, but that was because he didn’t have anything.

      Just a mattress on the floor with dark green sheets.

      The blinds on the window were broken, and the walls were the same dingy beige as the rest of the apartment.

      “I can help you paint the walls,” I offered. “And we can get new blinds. I don’t think they’re that expensive. And maybe…” The words died on my lips when his eyes narrowed and his mouth pressed into a firm line. The look on his face told me I’d said exactly the wrong thing.

      His jaw was clenched, and the muscle in his cheek was ticking like he was trying to rein in his temper. “I’ve lived in worse places. There were times when I had less than I have now. There were times when I had more. But I never cared about things, and I still don’t give two shits about material possessions.” His voice was low and steely, making my stomach twist into knots.

      “So if it bothers you, then maybe you should only come over here when it’s dark. Then you won’t even notice all the things I don’t have, yeah? Because you and me….” He gestured with his hand between us. “We’re just hooking up. It’s just sex, Nicola. Not an invitation to bulldoze into my life and poke around in my closet or tell me what the fuck you think I need.”

      Before I could respond, he pushed off the doorframe and strode away.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth, stifling the urge to scream.

      Asshole. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, and maybe I shouldn’t have laughed when he mentioned his jailhouse workout, but he didn’t have to be so rude about it.

      I took a few deep breaths through my nose, then stormed out of his bedroom, all set to give him a piece of my mind. But my footsteps faltered, and I stopped to watch him doing press-ups while in a handstand. He made it look so effortless. Like he could do this all day long.

      “You want to see my workout? Take a video. That way, you can get off on it whenever you want.”

      Suddenly, he wasn’t looking so hot anymore. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Always have been. What took you so long to figure it out?”

      Because you don’t usually act like this.

      I’d never seen this side of him, and I didn’t like it very much.

      The guy I’d met at sixteen had bad boy written all over him. Which was part of the allure back then. But now, at thirty-two, I was older and wiser, and I didn’t need to deal with any man’s bullshit. Not even August Big Dick Harper.

      “I have enough shit of my own to deal with without you treating me like crap and….” I waved my hand in the air, and when I couldn’t come up with the words, I let out an angry growl and marched right out the door. Then, slamming it shut behind me, I jogged down the stairs, muttering under my breath.

      “God, that man is so infuriating. Why had I ever thought this was a good idea?”

      I yanked open my car door and threw myself behind the wheel, half-expecting him to chase after me. To apologize for talking to me like that.

      If he did, I might apologize for being so intrusive and saying things I shouldn’t have.

      But he didn’t chase after me.

      He just let me go.
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        * * *

      

      After driving around aimlessly and replaying the conversation, I ended up on the sofa in Scarlett’s design studio.

      It felt like a therapy session.

      When I told her the whole story, she smiled, like I’d just told her something good. “Why are you smiling?” I asked irritably. “Nothing I just told you should give you a reason to smile.”

      “Sorry.” But the smile was still firmly in place. “It’s just that… it’s been so long since I’ve seen you so worked up over something. Or someone.”

      “What are you even talking about? I’ve gotten worked up plenty.”

      “Not like this. That old spark is back. I love seeing you all riled up like this.”

      “You’re crazy.” I watched her painting a desert scene on the back of a vintage-looking denim jacket. “Have you even been listening?”

      She nodded solemnly and painted a sliver of moon above the cactus. “I listened to every word.”

      I checked my phone for the millionth time, confirming that there were no missed calls or messages from August. “Our arrangement is off,” I declared.

      Scarlett snort-laughed. “Sure, it is. But, if you ask me, this is exactly what you needed.”

      “A guy who acts like an asshole and doesn’t even try to deny it? In fact, he confirmed it himself.”

      “We love when guys act like assholes. So stop pretending you don’t find it hot.”

      “I don’t. I’m not a teenager anymore,” I huffed. “And Cruz was never an asshole,” I added. Because he wasn’t. Dylan could be an asshole, but Cruz was always a gentleman.

      “I know, babe. But August isn’t Cruz. August is perfect for a fling, though, and that’s what you said you wanted, right?”

      “I guess.” Although now I was questioning my sanity. How could I have ever thought this was a good idea?

      “I really like him.” She set down her paintbrush and stretched her arms. “I think he’s great for you.”

      She didn’t even know him. “You spent five minutes with him,” I muttered. “Give it time.”

      Scarlett laughed, not taking any of this seriously. “I have a feeling his groveling will be world-class.”

      I swung my legs over the side of the sofa and stood. “He won’t grovel.”

      “He’s not stupid. He doesn’t want to lose a good thing.”

      I wasn’t convinced. We weren’t even in a relationship, and we’d already had our first argument. He’d made it clear that he was just in it for the sex, so I highly doubted August would grovel, much less apologize.

      I knew I was partly to blame. I should have minded my own business and kept my mouth shut.

      The way he lived had nothing to do with who he was and didn’t diminish my attraction to him. If anything, it only heightened the appeal.

      There was something selfless about August. The way he put his son first and didn’t worry about his own comfort.

      He was a proud man, and I’d injured his pride by making it sound like I was looking down on him.

      Sometimes I wished this mouth of mine came with a filter.

      But even so, he didn’t have to lash out like that. He didn’t have to be so rude and okay. It hurt my feelings when he said it was just sex. Even though it was true, and that’s all we’d signed on for, it was how he said it, like the thought of a relationship with me was so unappealing he wouldn’t even contemplate it.

      But even if we’d never had sex, I thought we were becoming friends. The kind of friends who could talk openly and honestly and rely on each other.

      He wouldn’t have introduced his son to just anyone, would he?

      But maybe I’d read too much into it. Maybe it was foolish to believe that this went beyond just sex.
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      Nicola

      “What are you reading?” Luca asked, dropping onto the lounger next to me.

      I flipped the paperback over so he could see the cover, then resumed reading. It was probably a bad idea that I’d chosen a romance novel. I almost threw the paperback into the pool when they still couldn’t get their act together. Couldn’t they see they were perfect for each other?

      If Quinn McCallister didn’t give this couple a happy ending, I would never read another book of hers again.

      “Thought you’d be with August today,” Luca said a little while later.

      I side-eyed him. He was basking in the sun, Ray Bans shielding his eyes and a Corona in his hand. He usually went surfing or hung out with his friends on his days off, but today he was just chilling by the pool.

      “Why would you think that?” I asked, my eyes scanning the page I was pretending to read.

      “You can drop the act, Nic. It’s a badly kept secret that you two are hooking up. Everyone knows.”

      “What do you mean?” I was still playing dumb but not really. I’d never heard any mention of it. “And who exactly is everyone?”

      “The whole kitchen crew. Probably the waitstaff too.” He shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “Do they actually talk about it?” Kitchens were notoriously a hotbed for gossip, but I’d always tried to instill a no-gossip rule. I guess I should have known better. Just because I never heard anything didn’t mean people weren’t talking.

      “Yeah, sometimes. But nobody cares. I think everyone is just happy that you’re….” He cleared his throat and left the rest of the sentence hanging.

      “That I’m what?” Getting laid?

      He sighed and took a pull of his beer. “I don’t even know why I brought this up.”

      “But now that you did, you can’t just leave me hanging.” I set the book aside and gave him my full attention. “Tell me what everyone thinks,” I prompted.

      He sighed again. “Everyone’s been saying you seem much happier. I never worked with you before the whole Cruz thing, but they said you were different then. You used to joke around and have fun. I never saw that side of you, but now I do.” He paused, giving it some thought. “It’s almost like you were sleepwalking before. Like you were just going through the motions.” He glanced at me to see how I was taking this.

      Thankfully, I was wearing oversized black sunglasses that hid my eyes. Still, I gave Luca a smile of encouragement to let him know his words hadn’t upset me.

      “But now I can tell you’re starting to enjoy life again,” he said.

      It did feel like that. Like August had coaxed me back to life. Maybe I should have been upset that people were talking about us, but I wasn’t. Not really. But it surprised me that they’d noticed so much when I thought I’d been doing an excellent job of leaving my personal problems outside the door.

      I guess you couldn’t fake happiness, though.

      “You don’t think it’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Because of Cruz, you mean?”

      I chewed on my lip and nodded. Although why I would seek out the opinion of a guy who had slept with his friend’s girlfriend was a mystery. Not to mention that Luca and I never had these kinds of deeply personal conversations.

      All the same, I was curious to hear his opinion.

      “I thought Cruz was great,” Luca said hesitantly. “You know I loved him.”

      I nodded because I knew that. They were close. When I met Cruz, Luca was only thirteen. Cruz used to shoot hoops with Luca in the driveway and spend one-on-one time with him. Whenever Luca needed advice about girls or drinking or all the things a teen boy worried about, he always went to Cruz first.

      Cruz was like an older brother to Luca and a big part of our family.

      “So this is nothing against Cruz,” Luca said. “It’s just that you were different with him. I mean, you were completely yourself. Which means you bossed him around a lot.” He laughed like he found the whole thing funny, but I bristled, not sharing his amusement.

      “Are you saying I was a bitch?”

      “No. Just bossy. You know how you are.”

      “I didn’t boss him around,” I said defensively.

      Luca snorted. “You totally did. Don’t you remember Dylan’s best man speech at your wedding?” Luca started cracking up at the memory.

      I rolled my eyes. “Nonna almost had a heart attack when she discovered what pussy whipped meant.” Dylan must have said it at least half a dozen times in his speech. Someone should have put a muzzle on him. But that was Dylan for you. He said whatever he wanted regardless of the occasion or the audience.

      We’d all laughed, though. His stories were funny, and I knew he was happy for Cruz and me.

      “What does this have to do with my original question?” I asked Luca.

      “Okay. I’ve been thinking about this.”

      My brows shot up to my hairline. It shocked me that he’d given this so much thought. No shade on Luca, but I’d never thought of him as particularly deep or introspective.

      He was more of a live-in-the-moment guy.

      When he was thirteen, he spray-painted YOLO all over his bedroom wall.

      “You’ve been acting like a grieving widow….” Before I could say anything, he held up his hand to stop me. “Just hear me out. It’s like you’ve put Cruz on a pedestal. Just like Mom and Dad do. You all act like he walked on water and was so perfect.”

      I was quick to respond. “We don’t do that. Maybe Mom and Dad do. But I don’t.”

      “Um, yeah, you do. Cruz was great, but he wasn’t perfect. I’m sure you had a good marriage and loved each other. But if you keep acting like he was a saint and could do no wrong, you’ll never be able to let someone else in. No man will ever live up to the image of Cruz you have in your head.”

      He gave me a pointed look, and I wanted to tell him he was wrong, but he wasn’t.

      Now that I thought about it, everything he said was true. Maybe I hadn’t given him enough credit.

      “I didn’t know Cruz the way you did, but I knew him pretty well,” Luca said.  “When it came to most things, Cruz wasn’t a pushover. But when it came to you, he would have walked over burning coals barefoot if you’d asked him to do it.”

      Tears stung my eyes because it was true. Cruz would have done anything for me.

      He didn’t even like wine, but he took me up to Napa and acted like there was nowhere he’d rather be than tasting wine at the vineyards I’d dragged him to.

      He wasn’t a foodie. But he took me to the Michelin-starred restaurants and all the foodie experiences on my bucket list because he knew it would make me happy.

      He knew my dream was to open a restaurant, so he made it happen.

      I hoped I was as good to him as he was to me.

      The only thing I never questioned was whether he knew how much I loved him. He did. I told him every single day and tried to show him in a million little ways.

      “You guys were good together,” Luca acknowledged. “So don’t take this the wrong way. But you’re a different person when you’re with August.”

      “What do you mean?” I prompted.

      “August brings out a different side of you. It’s kind of like….” He searched for the right words. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s what you need now, and Cruz was who you needed then.”

      Wow. That was so insightful that I looked at Luca with fresh eyes. My little brother really had grown up.

      “I don’t believe you’re supposed to be with just one person for your entire life,” he said. “People change too much to mate for life. So the person who’s right for you at eighteen probably won’t be right for you at twenty-four.”

      For a while there, I thought this conversation was strictly about me. Now I was starting to wonder if this was about him.

      Luca was twenty-four, and I didn’t think it was a coincidence he’d chosen that age. Not to mention that he told me he’d known his friend’s girlfriend since they were eighteen. “This isn’t even about me, is it? You’re trying to justify your actions. God. You really are a hound dog.”

      “I’m not sorry. He wasn’t treating her right,” Luca said, confirming my suspicions that he’d circled back to himself. “She just needed me to show her that.” He punctuated his words with a smirk.

      “So you’re trying to tell me you slept with her out of the goodness of your heart?”

      “Pfft. Hell no. She’s hot. I’ve wanted her for years.” He tucked his hands under his head and tipped his face up to the sun with a satisfied smile. “Just waited for the right opportunity.”

      I stood up from my lounger and smacked his arm with my paperback. “Remind me never to ask my little brother for advice again.”

      Come to think of it, I hadn’t asked. He was the one who had started the conversation.

      “Hey. Grab me another beer while you’re in there,” he yelled as I walked into the kitchen.

      He could get his own damn beer.
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      Nicola

      Later that night, I was lying on my bed reading the epilogue where they finally got their happy ending when I heard it. Music.

      Luca left after dinner and said he would stay at a friend’s house. I didn’t ask if that friend was a girl. I didn’t want to know.

      I’d been doing a lot of thinking since our conversation this afternoon. About Cruz. About August. About my relationship with each of them.

      Even though Luca had brought it back to himself, he made some interesting points.

      My relationship with Cruz had been easy because our life had been relatively easy. We hadn’t been dealt any harsh blows. We hadn’t suffered any devastating losses.

      They say you can never have the same love twice. Not that August and I were in love. But he was the first man I’d been attracted to, other than Cruz, in eleven years.

      I was different with August because I had changed. I wasn’t the same woman Cruz fell in love with.

      Sorrow and grief had changed me. Time had changed me.

      I wanted and needed different things now than I had at twenty-one.

      I needed someone who could put the sun back in the sky.

      I needed someone like August.

      I’d picked up my phone to text or call him at least a dozen times, but something always stopped me. So, in the end, I did nothing.

      Now, the music grew louder, cutting into my thoughts. Was Luca home? I hadn’t heard the front door open, and the music was coming from outside.

      It was almost midnight, and I lived in a quiet neighborhood. Most of my neighbors were either families with young kids or empty nesters.

      I set my book aside, crept over to the window facing the front yard, and moved the linen blind aside to peer out. It took me a few seconds to realize what I was seeing.

      What the hell was he doing?

      He was going to wake the neighbors.

      I stared out the window, trying to make sense of this. Then I raised the blind and opened the window.

      Air Supply’s “All Out of Love” blasted from a portable speaker, and August was standing on the roof of his truck, holding it above his head.

      He looked like the grownup version of every bad boy teen heartthrob in the movies I’d watched hundreds of times.

      He stood still as a statue with his legs slightly spread and that damn speaker held high. He wore his old biker boots, denim, and a ripped t-shirt.

      I could clearly see it because he’d tripped the motion sensor, and the spotlight above the garage illuminated him.

      When the song ended, it started playing again like he’d set it on an endless loop, and I knew that if I didn’t go out there and stop him, he would let it keep playing all night long.

      He was stubborn. I already knew that about him.

      He was also crazy. So crazy that I started laughing as I ran out of my bedroom, down the stairs, and flung open the front door.

      I dashed across the front lawn on my bare feet and stopped beside his old beat-up truck, waving my arms to get his attention.

      “Get down here!” I yelled to be heard over the music. “I can’t have you getting arrested for disturbing the peace.”

      He tipped his chin down with the speaker still held aloft and didn’t budge an inch.

      “At least turn down the music,” I said.

      I don’t know how he did it, but the music got louder.

      “You’re an asshole,” I shouted, but there was no bite to my words because I was laughing.

      “I know, Honey Bun. Why do you think I’m standing in your driveway playing a cheesy 80’s song on a fucking boombox?”

      “It’s not even a boombox.”

      “Pretend it is.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just come down. You’ve made your point. I accept your apology.”

      As if I’d said the magic words, he set the speaker on the roof and jumped onto the truck bed. But instead of joining me, he leaned over the side and held out his hands. “Come here.”

      I took a few tentative steps closer, unsure what he wanted from me.

      When I was standing right in front of him, he leaned down, wrapped his hands around my waist, and lifted me off the ground.

      Just as if I was featherlight. Show-off. It must have been that jailhouse workout.

      He set me on my feet in the bed of his pickup, but his hands stayed on my waist. We were swaying to the music like two kids at the prom. I wore a tank top, sleep shorts, and a messy bun. He wore a concert tee, faded denim, and a smirk.

      “What are we doing, August?”

      He pulled me closer, and my arms looped around his neck. “Dancing. Obviously.”

      I laughed and rested my cheek on his shoulder, playing along. All my bad feelings from earlier disappeared because he knew exactly how to speak to my 80’s movie-loving romantic heart.

      When the song ended, he released me, then lowered the volume of the music so we could talk without screaming.

      “You said you wanted to have fun. So I thought we could have a picnic.” I looked down at the blanket under my feet as he gestured that I should sit. “I brought you a midnight snack.”

      I had no idea why he wanted to sit in the bed of his parked truck in my driveway at midnight. But it was a sweet gesture, so I lowered myself to the blanket and sat cross-legged. There was a slight chill in the air, and goosebumps raised the hairs on my arms. I was always cold. It could be eighty degrees, and I’d be shivering.

      No sooner had the thought crossed my mind when he tossed a hoodie into my lap without my even having to ask. As if he could read my thoughts and had come prepared for anything.

      I thanked him, threaded my arms through the sleeves, and zipped it up while he rummaged around in the cooler. I burrowed my nose in the material and inhaled his scent. Sandalwood and citrus. I should have inspected his soap brand while I was being so nosy. “How did you know I was cold?”

      “Your nipples told me,” he deadpanned.

      I laughed as he handed me a beer. Then I laughed some more.

      I took a sip of my beer and smiled at him. Guns ‘N Roses’ “Patience” was playing. “I love Guns ‘N Roses.”

      “I know. This is your playlist.”

      “I don’t have this song on any of my playlists.”

      “It’s the playlist I made for you.”

      Oh. Wow. Okay. That was sweet, too.

      He knew my favorite music. He knew my favorite foods because he spread them out in front of me like a queen’s banquet.

      August Harper knew the way to my heart.

      He didn’t apologize with words. Instead, he made grand gestures.

      My gaze dipped to his Dead Kennedys t-shirt, riddled with holes and stretched out at the neck, the print so faded I could barely make it out. “Oh, my God. Is that… no way. Is that the same t-shirt you wore the day I met you?”

      He looked down at it and then sat, leaning against the cab, a beer in one hand and his legs kicked out. “Yeah,” he said with a laugh.

      “You still have it?”

      “I found it in the boxes of stuff Nash kept for me while I was locked up. He’s sentimental. Can’t part with anything.”

      I thought that it was August who was sentimental. How many guys would remember the t-shirt they’d worn when they kissed a girl sixteen years ago?

      “Here. Try these.” He plucked a chicken wing out of the container and leaned forward, holding it to my lips. With my eyes on him, I tasted the chicken wing, moaned, snatched it out of his hand, and devoured it. “This is so good,” I said around a mouthful. “Did David and Kristen give you their recipe?”

      He shook his head and watched in amusement as I devoured another wing, then licked the sauce off my fingers. “I just guessed.”

      “Well, congratulations.” I grinned at him. “You nailed it.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” he said with a wink.

      I laughed again, and then I remembered why he did all this. “I’m sorry I barged in on you today. I wasn’t… I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I just want good things for you.” I was botching this apology, but he saved me from having to say more.

      “You have nothing to apologize for. That was all on me. I was just….” He blew air out his cheeks and looked up at the sky. “Sometimes it’s hard, you know? Finding your place in the world when it feels like life went on without you.”

      I let those words sink in and burrow deep. Our situations were different, but we were both trying to find our place in the world and figure out who we were now.

      It felt like our lives could be split in two. The Before. And the After.

      I got to my knees and scooted over to him, beer in hand, my heart on my sleeve, and sat right beside him.

      I just wanted to be close. Breathe him in. Let him know that he wasn’t alone.

      He slung an arm around my shoulder and fed me slices of mango. I licked the sweet juice off his fingers, eliciting a groan from him that shot straight to my core.

      God, I was so easy. All he had to do was groan, and I was wet for him.

      My garage light had gone off, plunging us into near-darkness, and we shared our midnight snack under the stars.

      There was something magical about the night, and maybe August was right. Together we could create magic.

      After I’d eaten my fill, I grabbed his face and kissed his lips. Our tongues tangled, and he pulled me into his lap so I was straddling him.

      “Have you ever had sex in the back of a pickup?” he asked.

      “Never.” I curled my fingers around the back of his neck and rolled my hips.  “Do you want to show me how it’s done?”

      Before the words were even out, I was flat on my back with August kneeling over me. With a laugh, I grabbed the back of his head and pulled him down to me. “You’re bad.”

      His teeth grazed my bottom lip, and he nipped it playfully. “You love it when I’m bad.”

      I did. And as it turned out, I loved al fresco sex in the back of his pickup too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      A couple of weeks into Operation Fun, my phone rang and woke me. Nicola was pressed against me, her body fitting perfectly into the curve of mine, my arm draped over her middle. Careful not to wake her, I untangled my limbs from hers, rolled onto my back, and fumbled for my phone to silence it. I snatched it off my bedside table as it buzzed with a text.

      What the hell? It was only seven thirty in the morning, and Ari had already sent four messages telling me the same thing. Jonathan Kessler published the review. No details of whether the review would plunge Nicola into depression or leave her flying high.

      I checked on Nicola and confirmed she was still fast asleep before I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood. Unlike me, who woke up at the slightest noise, a freight train could race through the apartment, and she’d sleep right through it.

      I grabbed my shorts from the floor and crept out of the bedroom, softly closing the door behind me.

      Last week, I painted the walls white and replaced the blinds in the bedroom. I also bought a few plants and some flat-pack furniture from IKEA. Nothing fancy, but it felt slightly homier and less like a prison cell.

      I texted Ari while I waited for the coffee to drip into the pot. I was wide awake, thanks to her, and sleep wasn’t an option.

      What did he say?

      Ari: I don’t know. I’m too nervous to read it. That’s why I texted you.

      Ari: Can you please read it and let me know if it’s good? Then I’ll read it, and we can tell Nicola. I just want to make sure there’s nothing in the review to upset her.

      Fuck. Nicola would be crushed if he didn’t give her a good review. I couldn’t imagine him not giving her restaurant a glowing review, but critics were a strange breed, so you could never be too sure. Two weeks ago, Jonathan Kessler returned for another dinner, as was the way with restaurant critics. He wanted to ensure that the second dining experience was consistent with the first. Even though Nicola was calmer the second time, I knew she was still nervous.

      I wanted to tell Ari that we shouldn’t keep this a secret from Nicola, but I loved how she looked out for her cousin. Nicola’s family, friends, and entire kitchen crew were on her side and fully supported her. This just showed how special she was to gain their undying loyalty.

      Last week, I met Scarlett’s husband, Dylan St. Clair. He owned The Surf Lodge and was Cruz’s best friend. Shane introduced us when I ran into them on my way to work one morning. When he found out I was Nic’s sous chef, he asked how she was doing, and I got the impression he wasn’t just making small talk. He really cared. So I told him what I considered the truth after working with her six days a week, twelve hours a day, and spending most of my free time with her.

      “I’m sure she still has rough days.” I knew for a fact that she did and that she probably always would. “But I think she’s doing a little better every day.”

      In fact, I knew that to be the case. I’d started noticing a dramatic change after the night she got drunk and confided in me. She smiled and laughed more now.

      I’d like to believe I played some small part in her newfound happiness, but she was doing most of the work on her own.

      While I didn’t think a bad review would break her—she was too strong for that—I still hoped like hell that Jonathan Kessler only had good things to say. I think Nicola needed that validation.

      So I took my coffee outside, sat on the webbed lawn chair, and pulled up the review on my phone. No sooner did it appear on my screen than Nicola stepped onto the balcony in one of my t-shirts. I set my phone on the table screen down as my gaze roamed over her long, toned legs and bare feet, then back up to her bee-stung lips and unruly waves of chestnut brown hair.

      Fuck, she was gorgeous.

      She came up behind me, wrapped her arms around me, and kissed the side of my neck, then rested her chin on my shoulder. I skimmed my hands over her arms and clasped her hands in mine.

      “Why are you up so early?” she asked with a yawn. “Is it Sage?” I heard the worry in her tone.

      “Sage is fine. Just thought I’d get an early start. I didn’t want to wake you. Go back to sleep,” I said when she yawned again.

      “I’m good. I’m up now.” She pulled away, and I released her hands as she came to stand next to me and helped herself to my coffee. “Did someone call? I thought I heard your phone ringing.” She handed the mug of coffee to me, half-empty now, and I took a sip before I set it down

      Guess she wasn’t as sound of a sleeper as I thought. “Yeah, it was just one of those telemarketers,” I said smoothly.

      The fuck? Why did I just lie to her?

      “A telemarketer,” she repeated, studying my face. I kept it blank, devoid of expression. She was trying to catch me in a lie. But, unfortunately for her, my poker face was second to none.

      Her brow furrowed, and I knew she didn’t believe me, but she wanted to believe me. “Well, okay. I’m just going to grab a cup of coffee.” She paused on the threshold and looked at me over her shoulder. “Do you need anything?”

      “I wouldn’t say no to a couple eggs over easy.” I didn’t want eggs, but I was trying to buy time. I sounded sketchy as hell, like I was hiding something.

      “You want me to make you eggs?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      That put a deeper V between her brows. I never asked her to make me breakfast or to do anything else for me. “I don’t mind at all.” She smiled as if I’d just handed her a gift. It made me feel even shittier about lying to her.  “I’d love to make you breakfast, but you always beat me to it.” She returned to give me another kiss and then went inside, promising she wouldn’t be long.

      As soon as she was gone, I let out a sigh of relief and snatched my phone off the table. If this wasn’t good, I would track down Jonathan Kessler and tell him that he needed to get his head out of his ass.

      Meanwhile, Ari was blowing up my phone with messages.

      I took a deep breath and read the review, more nervous than if it had been my own restaurant.

      As my eyes scanned the words, a burst of pride shot through me. My smile grew wider with each word I read. This was everything she’d been hoping for and more. I was happy I’d be here to witness her reaction when she read it.

      My smile slipped when I read the final paragraph. I read it a second time, then tossed my phone aside and pushed my hands through my hair, gripping the back of my head.

      Fuck me. I was in half a mind to track down Kessler and ask him to rescind those final remarks. But I knew he wouldn’t. I just couldn’t figure out why he needed to include them.

      By the time Nicola returned with our breakfast and a smile, I’d prepared a little speech in my head. Unfortunately, as soon as she served our food and took a seat across from me, my damn phone started ringing again. I’d turned it to silent, but it was vibrating on the table, practically jumping off the metal surface. I stared at it for a second like a bomb about to detonate before snatching it up and checking the screen. Luca.

      Had Ari alerted the entire staff?

      “Okay,” Nic said, crossing her arms over her chest. “What’s going on? I know you’re hiding something from me.”

      Somehow, I’d managed to make everything worse, first by lying and trying to cover my lies. And now, by hiding something from her when she had every right to know. It was her damn restaurant. I was only the sous chef.

      Fucking Kessler.

      I rejected Luca’s call and pocketed my phone, giving Nicola my full attention. “You’re right. I lied to you. It wasn’t a telemarketer. It was Ari.” I winced, thinking about the hole I’d have to dig myself out of.

      “Are you… oh, my God.” Her eyes widened, and then her face fell, which was when it hit me that she’d gotten the wrong idea. “Are you and Ari—”

      “What the hell? No.” I almost laughed at the insinuation, but her eyes were narrowed in accusation, and I didn’t think she’d appreciate the joke. “It’s nothing like that. You really think I’d hook up with Ari when I’m with you?”

      “No.” Her eyes lowered to her plate, and she fiddled with her fork while our breakfast got cold. “I mean, I don’t know.”

      Did she really think so little of me? I’d been with my share of girls before I met Sasha, but I’d never been a player. And even though Nic and I were just hooking up, I would never cheat on her with her cousin. I might be an asshole, but not that kind of an asshole.  “You don’t know?”

      She sighed, and her shoulders sagged. “I know you wouldn’t do that. I know she wouldn’t do it, either. It’s just that Ari is young and single and…” Her gaze drifted to the parking lot. “Things would be a lot easier for you.”

      Couldn’t deny that. But I wasn’t attracted to Ari. We were friends, nothing more. “I don’t want Ari. I don’t want any other woman. I’m with you. Got that?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah, I got that. So why don’t you just tell me what’s going on.”

      No sense in putting it off. I pulled up the review and offered her my phone. She looked at it for a minute without taking it. “What do you want me to do? Check your text messages?” she said with a little laugh.

      “I don’t give a shit if you read all my text messages and check my phone log. I have nothing to hide.”

      Her big brown eyes met mine, and they softened as if she felt guilty for ever thinking I’d cheat on her. “I know. I trust you. Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. I was being stupid. Take the phone, Nic.” I forced it into her hand. “Jonathan Kessler’s review is on there.”

      She looked at me across the table before reading it. “Oh, my God,” she breathed. “That’s what you were hiding?”

      I nodded.

      “Am I going to be upset?” She squared her shoulders, her body rigid as if trying to mentally prepare herself for the bad news.

      “I hope not,” I said honestly. Everything would be hunky-dory until she got to the final paragraph. “At the risk of spoiling it, he gave you an amazing review.”

      She tilted her head, studying my face. “So why are you acting so weird?”

      I sighed. “Just read it.”

      She took a few deep breaths as if she wasn’t sure what to believe and needed to psyche herself up. Her hand was shaking. So she set the phone on the table, tucked her hands under her thighs, and bent her head over the screen. A curtain of hair fell around her face and prevented me from studying it closely, so I sat in silence and waited.

      When she finished reading, she handed me my phone. I couldn’t tell if she was ecstatic or upset or a mixture of both. Which was weird. Nicola usually wore her emotions on her face but not this time.

      She left me hanging for a few seconds before jumping out of her seat, rounding the table, and practically knocking me out of my chair with excitement. “We did it!” She grabbed my face and gave me a big kiss. Her smile was so big when she pulled back that I knew I’d worried for nothing.

      And just like that, she took a seat across from me, picked up her fork, and pointed it at my plate. “Now eat your damn breakfast. Even culinary geniuses need to eat,” she said with a smirk.

      “He’s on drugs if he thinks I’m a culinary genius.”

      “I’m happy he recognizes something I’ve known all along.”

      “And what’s that?” I asked as she popped a strawberry into her mouth.

      “You shine so bright, baby. Like the fucking star you are.”

      She was using my own words on me. “He should have talked more about you than me. Fucking pissed me off when I read that,” I grumbled.

      “That’s what makes you so amazing, August Harper. For someone with a giant-sized ego, you sure can be humble sometimes.”

      I didn’t need a restaurant critic blowing smoke up my ass. And I didn’t think it was right that he’d dedicated an entire paragraph to me instead of the head chef. He made it sound like I was the only reason the restaurant earned his glowing review. Not cool. He could stuff his review up his ass for all I cared. “So you’re cool with everything?”

      She put down her fork, giving up all pretenses of eating, and sat back with her eyes on me. “I’m happy with the review, August. The restaurant will be packed because of it, and even though I tried to tell myself his review didn’t matter and I’d be okay no matter what he said, it meant a lot to me. I didn’t want the acclaim for myself. I wanted it for my restaurant. I wanted to prove that I’d made a success of it. And a big part of being a successful chef/owner is hiring the right staff. I couldn’t have done this without you, August.”

      “That’s bullshit. I don’t believe that for a minute. You’re an amazing chef—”

      She held up her hand to stop me. “I don’t need you to tell me what I am. I know I’m good. But I also know that he was right to give me a bad review the first time. I’d let my passion fall by the wayside. I let my personal problems consume me to the point where I was trying to survive one day to the next. But you… you came along and reminded me why I chose to become a chef. You brought all this energy, and you changed the entire dynamic of my kitchen. You forced me out of my comfort zone and didn’t let me settle for good enough. I wouldn’t have been able to create that menu with anyone else but you. And I truly believe that. You did all that, August. So you deserve all the accolades that come your way.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, unsure what to do with all the praise she was heaping on me. “You’re giving me way too much credit.”

      “Someone has to. I think you’ve gotten too little credit for too long. You’re special, August. And you’re going to help us get that Michelin star.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement, and it was the most beautiful fucking thing I’d ever seen.

      Nicola Benedetti Vega was coming back to life right before my eyes. The transformation was nothing short of remarkable. I wanted to capture the moment and save it for rainy days. So I snapped a photo on my phone and then another and another. Until she covered her face with her hands.

      “What are you doing?” she asked with a laugh.

      “When we get that Michelin star because we will, I’ll be able to show you the exact moment you decided to get back in the fight.”

      “What am I fighting for?”

      “Your life.”

      “August,” she said softly, her eyes filling with tears. “It does feel that way, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      She was quiet, contemplating the changes in her life and the moment when everything shifted. It was a lot to take in. But I guess I could equate it to the moment I decided that I deserved to be in Sage’s life and would fight to keep him in it.

      We were finding a way to move on and to forgive ourselves enough to accept the good things in our lives.

      “I’m still not happy that you lied to me and tried to cover it up.”

      “I was trying to protect you.” It dawned on me that Sasha had done the same thing with Sage, which had also backfired. I knew it wouldn’t fly with Nicola any more than it did with him.

      “I’m not made of spun sugar. I won’t shatter. Just be straight, and don’t lie to me again.”

      “I won’t. Promise.”

      “Okay. But thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For wanting to protect me. Even though I don’t need it, it’s nice that you cared enough to do it.”

      I was starting to think I would do just about anything for Nicola.

      I knew it was dangerous to care so much about her. To worry about her. To want to protect her from anything that might harm her. To want her in every way possible.

      But I did absolutely nothing to stop it.

      We ditched breakfast—it was cold now, anyway—and had sex on the kitchen counter. And again, in the shower.

      “You’re insatiable,” she said, raking her nails down my back, her legs cinched around my waist as I drove into her.

      She was one to talk.

      Her back arched off the tiles, and I squeezed her ass cheeks in my hands, my tongue trailing down her chest.

      I brushed my tongue over her nipple, then sucked it into my mouth and grazed it with my teeth.

      Nicola was starting to feel like a drug I couldn’t get enough of.

      I thrust into her. Harder. Faster. Her tits bounced with each thrust, and I kept up a punishing pace. “I know how greedy you are.” Thrust. Thrust. “Just making sure you’re fully satisfied.”

      “Oh, God.”  Her head fell back, and she clawed at my shoulders, her little moans and whimpers shooting straight to my cock and making me harder if possible.

      She screamed my name, her walls clenching around my cock like a vise grip and milking an orgasm out of me that seemed to go on and on. I flattened my palm on the tiles to stay upright.

      Holy shit. This woman was going to be the death of me.

      “Consider me officially satisfied,” she said when I caught my breath and lifted her off me, setting her on her feet. “For now,” she threw over her shoulder as she stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      I felt like I was walking on air for the next few weeks. Not only had something shifted inside me, but my relationship with August had too. There was an intensity about him that translated into everything he did, from his professional life to the bedroom.

      I’d never had the kind of sex I did with August. I had a great sex life with Cruz, but this was different.

      It could be because every time we were together, it felt like this could be our last time. There was more urgency. Almost a sense of desperation about being with him.

      Cruz was always there in my heart and mind, and I still visited him most days. I’d come to accept that Dylan was right, and I knew what I’d eventually have to do. Not for myself but for Cruz.

      But I wasn’t ready to make that decision yet, and if August was in my life, I couldn’t make that choice for Cruz. I never wanted it to seem like a choice between two men. Which it wasn’t, although it might be perceived that way.

      So, I did nothing for now, and because I was only human, I selfishly clung to both.

      My past and my present. The man who had loved me for nearly a decade. And the man who had brought me back to life and made me believe in magic again.

      Although I could live without the early wake-up call.

      We decided to buy our own fish and shellfish to ensure we always got the freshest seafood. With a groan, I rolled away from August and tried to silence my alarm, but it wasn’t my phone alarm. It was his. My weary eyes widened when I saw the time. I rolled over and smacked his arm. “It’s only five in the morning.”

      “Rise and shine, Honey Bun.” He was already out of bed and grabbing clothes from the closet, raring to go. I resented morning people. “We need to get on the road.”

      “On the road?” What was he talking about? My groggy brain was having trouble keeping up. The fish market we went to was only six miles away and didn’t open until seven.

      “I’m taking you to LA.”

      I rolled over and tried to get back to sleep. “You can go to LA. I’m going back to sleep,” I mumbled.

      “Come on. I want you to meet Nash. And you have to try the paella.”

      Who wanted paella at ass crack o’clock on a Saturday morning? Not me. But then I perked up at the mention of Nash, August’s best friend, and that got me out of bed, albeit grudgingly.

      By the time I got dressed in an old concert tee, faded denim, and beat-up Converse, August was waiting for me by the door. Wordlessly, he handed me a travel mug of coffee. He knew it was pointless to talk to me before my morning coffee.

      We rode in silence for a while, but when the caffeine hit my system, I started feeling more human and snuck peeks at him.

      What was it about a guy in a backward ball cap that was so sexy? I had no idea, but as soon as he flipped it backward, I was a goner.

      August was one of those cool guys, the kind of guy I always lusted for back in my teens. Like Scarlett said, August starred in most of my teen fantasies. So I was always looking for the quintessential tattooed bad boy who wore leather, rode a motorcycle, and smoked cigarettes.

      Now, he was a reformed bad boy. A single dad. And all man. Which made him even hotter.

      He glanced over and found me staring at him. “What are you looking at?”

      “You. I’m looking at you. What would have happened if we got together in our teens?”

      He glanced at me again, then focused on the road. “It would have been a fucking disaster. I would have either ruined you, or you would have kicked my ass to the curb, and you would have ended up hating me. It wouldn’t have been any better if we met in our twenties either.”

      “Why do you think that?” It was more out of curiosity than anything. This was all hypothetical because we couldn’t go back in time.

      August gave it some thought before he spoke. “After my son was born, I changed a lot. I had to change because I needed to put Sage first. Before that, I only ever put myself first. I was selfish. Driven. Cocky. Never satisfied with what I had or what I’d achieved.”

      “But you loved Sasha, and she wouldn’t have stayed with you if you treated her like crap.” I didn’t know that for a fact because I didn’t know her. Maybe Sasha would have stayed. But I couldn’t imagine August being anything other than how he was with me. He was still driven and ambitious, but I would never call him selfish.

      “Yeah, I loved Sasha, but I’m sure she’d be the first to tell you that I never put her first. She always took a backseat to my goals and ambitions. I had a giant chip on my shoulder, and I felt like I had a lot to prove back then. All I ever wanted was to be the best. Not one of the best. Number fucking one. And I would never have let any woman stand in the way of my dreams. No matter how amazing she was. Sasha knew that from the start, and she accepted it. She used to joke that the restaurant was my mistress, so at least she never had to worry that I was cheating on her. But you and Sasha are very different people. That would never have been enough for you.”

      I thought about Sasha’s words on the beach and how I’d thought she was wrong. But I guess she was speaking from experience. That was how her relationship with August had played out, and now he admitted as much.

      “Then it’s probably a good thing my dad intervened,” I joked.

      “He told you about that?”

      I laughed. “I only found out recently. Sounds like I dodged a bullet.”

      “I would have made you miserable. But we would have had some good fights. And some damn good makeup sex.”

      I laughed again. “You’re probably right on all counts.”

      “You were feisty with your sexy Italian.”

      “You were so bad stealing my first kiss.”

      “I can still be bad.” His hand landed on my thigh and slid between my legs, his fingers rubbing my clit through my jeans.

      “I can still speak Italian.”

      He removed his hand and adjusted himself in his jeans. “Fuck. Now, look what you’ve done.”

      “Should I kiss it better?” I batted my lashes and licked my lips when he glanced over.

      He groaned. “Don’t tease me.”

      “Who’s teasing?” I released my seat belt and crawled across the bench seat, a woman on a mission.

      “Fuuuck,” he said when I unbuttoned him and wrapped my hand around his dick, squeezing the base.

      I flicked my tongue over the slit, making him hiss. His hand tangled in my hair, and he held the back of my head, fingers digging into my scalp as I ran my tongue up the underside.

      I loved giving blow jobs. Always had.

      And he was so big. And so hard. God, I loved this man’s dick. It was straight and thick, the thin skin silky soft like velvet.

      I took him in as deep as possible and swirled my tongue while I sucked.

      “Jesus. Fucking. Christ,” he gritted out.

      I felt the truck swerving and the sound of gravel crunching under the tires before he regained control of the wheel again. “You keep that up, and I’m going to cause a six-car collision.”

      “You want me to stop?” I asked, releasing him.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” he growled, guiding my head back down.

      I laughed and wrapped my lips around him and my hand around his balls, rolling them in my hand, feeling their weight and squeezing gently.

      That was all it took. His body went rigid, and his abs tensed as I sucked and licked with my hand wrapped around the base as I coaxed an orgasm out of him.

      “I’m going to come,” he warned, his voice strained, giving me time to move before he came inside my mouth.

      I sucked harder, eliciting a deep, guttural sound from the back of his throat as I drank every drop of him and swallowed it down.

      When I sat back in my seat, I licked my lips and threw him a smile. “Mi piacce il tuo cazzo.” I like your dick.

      “You and your dirty Italian… you’re killing me, babe.” He shook his head and focused on the road again.

      Then he reached for my hand and threaded our fingers together, and I could taste him on my tongue all the way to LA.
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        * * *

      

      I liked Nash immediately. He reminded me of Cruz, although I’d never tell August that.

      It was his mannerisms. He had the same way of giving you his full attention when you spoke. Not that August didn’t do that. But with Nash, it was different.

      Obviously, I didn’t know him, but he struck me as calm and rational. Even keeled and steady.

      “So you two go way back?” I asked from my spot at the counter, wedged between the two men.

      Nash nodded and took a sip of his mint iced tea. He had smooth brown skin and tight black curls cut close to his head. A crucifix with wings was tattooed on his right arm. “Almost twenty years.”

      “What was he like as a teen?” The question was for Nash, but I flashed August a smile.

      August raised his brows as if to say, Haven’t we already covered this?

      “I want your friend’s opinion,” I said as if he’d spoken. “Don’t pretend you didn’t pump Scarlett for information about me.”

      “I didn’t. She gave it freely.”

      That didn’t surprise me.

      I sighed and gave Nash my full attention while August focused on the bowl of paella he’d just been served. The guy was such a food nut that he couldn’t believe we didn’t want paella at ten in the morning.

      “Was he a lot different than he is now?” I asked Nash.

      “He was more of a hothead back then. Got into a lot of fights.” August didn’t dispute that, and it didn’t surprise me. “But mostly to protect Damon.”

      “Damon?” I looked from Nash to August.

      August shook his head like he was warning Nash to keep his mouth shut, but either Nash didn’t notice or chose to ignore it.

      “Damon was our other foster brother.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Nash and August exchanged a look. August answered. “He overdosed on heroin two years ago.”

      “Oh God, I’m sorry. You were close?” August had talked about Nash. I knew he ran a construction company. I knew they’d met in a group home and that he’d given August the truck he drove and gave him a job when he got out of prison. But I didn’t know anything about Damon.

      “We were tight,” Nash said, his voice hesitant.

      “Until Damon sold me out,” August finished.

      “He narced on August to the cops. That’s how August got caught.”

      Oh, my god. “Why would he do something like that to his friend?”

      August shook his head. “That remains a mystery. But I guess he was trying to save his own skin. He must have made a deal with the cops. He was working as an informant.”

      “He ruined your life,” I said quietly.

      “Nah. I did that all on my own.”

      Nash pinned him with a look, brows raised in surprise. “You’ve forgiven him?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But he had his own demons to deal with. Always had.”

      “He wouldn’t have made it to thirty if not for you,” Nash said. “Hell, he wouldn’t have made it to twenty-one.”

      “He used to get bullied at school,” August explained. “His mom used to abuse him too. She was a junkie. In and out of prison for most of Damon’s life. And Damon turned to drugs because he couldn’t deal with all of that. I had a passion for cooking, and even when life was shit, I always had big dreams. I always knew I’d get out and make something of myself. Same with Nash. We knew there was something better waiting for us.”

      “But Damon was so fucking lost,” Nash said. “He never really found his place in the world like we did.”

      “He couldn’t hold down a job to save his life.”

      “Couldn’t hang onto a girlfriend either. Every time a girl broke up with him, he would spiral. Jesus, he would get so low we’d have to put him on suicide watch.”

      “It’s sad,” I said finally. “But it’s also really shitty that he turned on you.”

      “You won’t get any argument from me. But I’ve made my own peace with it. I’m just looking to move forward. I’ve spent enough time looking in the rearview mirror to know that it won’t change a damn thing.”

      “In answer to your question earlier,” Nash said. “August has always been August. He might have been more hotheaded, but he always knew exactly what he wanted. And he always went after it. So all in all, I’d say we did good,” Nash told August. “Two kids from the hood with shitty childhoods. We could have ended up like Damon. But I couldn’t have done it without you, man.”

      “Same, bro, same.”

      I smiled, happy that August had such a good friend and that they’d had each other during the tough times in their youth.

      “He’s the wind beneath my wings,” Nash joked, reminding me of Cruz again. That was the kind of joke he would have made.

      “Sure you don’t want some of this paella, Honey Bun?” August asked a minute later, trying to tempt me with a clam.

      “Honey Bun?” Nash said with a laugh. “I’m surprised you’d even answer to that.”

      I sighed. “It surprises me too.” I rolled my eyes dramatically. “The things I put up with.”

      August put his hand on my thigh and leaned close to whisper. “Might have something to do with the size of my cock and what I can do with it.”

      I slapped his hand away, but my cheeks were burning.

      August just laughed, amused by my embarrassment.

      “So…” Nash said when we were saying goodbye. “Do you have any sisters, Nic?”

      I smiled. “No. But I have a cousin. She’s pretty, and she’s single.”

      “Sounds like I need to get myself down to Costa del Rey.”

      “Sounds like you do,” I said with a wink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      Working in a busy kitchen was an adrenaline rush like no other. I was riding the high, my body buzzing as the night ended.

      We’d just served the last table when my phone chimed. Not with a call but a video chat. I’d talked to Sage four or five times a week since he left, but he wasn’t supposed to use his phone this late at night. Hell, he shouldn’t even be awake right now.

      Sage only ever talked for five minutes anyway. He always acted like it was top secret and he was two minutes away from getting caught and having his phone privileges revoked.

      My mind immediately jumped to conclusions, though. If he was calling me at this hour, something was wrong.

      I swiped the screen, my stomach in knots when his face didn’t appear. I didn’t even know what I was looking at because the screen was dark.

      “Sage,” I said, worry making my tone sharper than I’d intended. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      I’d moved away from the line and stood off to the side, but Nicola looked over at me, concern etched on her features.

      His voice sounded muffled when he said, “Hi.”

      “Can you show me your face? The screen is dark, and I can’t see anything.”

      “That’s because I’m under the covers. I wanted you to see the tattoo. It’s not there anymore. So I need a new one.”

      That was the big emergency? My body flooded with relief as I walked down the hall and took the call in my closet-sized office next to Nicola’s.

      His face appeared on the screen when I sank into the swivel chair and propped my feet on the desk. The nightlight in his room cast enough light on him that I could make out his face and see that he was propped against the headboard.

      “I’ll give you a new tattoo when you get home next week,” I promised. Satisfied with my response, he nodded. “But you shouldn’t be up so late.”

      “I have a lot to tell you.” And I wanted to hear every little detail, so I didn’t stop him when he launched into a one-sided conversation about his day.

      For the most part, our conversations were typically one-sided. They consisted of Sage listing all the cool things he’d done from the moment he woke up until the present. Usually, I loved hearing about his day.

      Unfortunately, today’s topic revolved around the fantastic house they’d gone to see.

      “…and there’s a waterfall that goes into the pool and everything.” He was tripping over his words in his eagerness to share every detail. “Oh, and the best part? You can practically walk out your door, and you’re on the beach. Like, right on it. Because you know how we can’t really walk to the beach from our house now because it’s on a cliff, and you can see the ocean, but you can’t just walk down to it and go in the water?” He stopped to take a breath.

      I nodded, and with each word that left his lips, it felt like a stone sinking into my stomach. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Well, with this house, you can. So we could just grab our surfboards and go. It’s right there. And the waves are like…whoa. Ginormous. But Travis said that you have to face the fear, and pretty soon, I’ll be surfing those waves like a champ.”

      Another stone. “I don’t doubt that for a minute.”

      “Yeah.” He had a little dreamy smile like he imagined how great it would be to walk out the front door and be on the beach. We talked for a few more minutes, and then he said he had to go and ended the call the way he always did. With a quick goodbye and a promise to call tomorrow.

      I pocketed my phone and spun around in my chair, meeting Nicola’s gaze. I hadn’t closed the door, and she was standing on the threshold. I had no idea how long she’d been there, but it had obviously been long enough to catch the gist of the conversation.

      “August,” Nicola said softly.

      I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t even want to think about it. And I sure as hell didn’t want her pity.

      “I’m fine,” I said brusquely as I tried to brush past her. She grabbed my arm to stop me.

      “Where are you going?”

      “We need to do a deep clean tonight. It’s been almost a year since the last visit from the health inspectors and—”

      “Seriously? That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”

      “If you want that Michelin star, everything has to be perfect.”

      “There’s no such thing as perfection, remember?”

      But I’d bust my ass to get it as close to perfect as it could get. If Sage moved to Hawaii, this job was the only thing I’d have left. “One good review doesn’t give you a free pass to slack off, Nic.”

      “Are you calling me a slacker?”

      “No.” I shrugged. “But a couple of your dishes were a bit sloppy tonight. You’ll have to hone your presentation skills and pay more attention to detail. We’ll work on that.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You asshole.” Anger blazed from her big browns. Good. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “The asshole you hired to turn your kitchen around, remember?”

      She had every right to fire me on the spot just for insubordination. After all, she was my boss. She stabbed her finger at my chest. “You need me more than I need you. Just remember who signs your damn paycheck.”

      Then she turned on her heel and strode away.

      Well, damn. That put me in my place.

      No passive-aggressive bullshit for Nicola. I always knew she was a fighter. It was part of the appeal, but I was on a mission to destroy good things.

      When she exited the service entrance, I pivoted and returned to the kitchen, where I tyrannized the crew by pointing out the areas where they needed improvement.

      Let’s just say I didn’t sugarcoat.

      I pointed out every flaw and imperfection, no matter how slight or inconsequential.

      Did it make me feel better? Absolutely fucking not.

      But I did it anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      My mother always told me that you never really knew someone until you saw how they dealt with adversity. It was true. Tonight I’d learned that August and I were more alike than we realized.

      When we felt like we were losing control of something in our lives, our MO was to lash out at everyone around us.

      When I couldn’t get pregnant, I lashed out at Cruz and said things I didn’t mean. I’m sure I did it with other things, too, but that was the one that always stood out for me. Cruz wasn’t like that. He always remained calm and steady. He didn’t have a bad temper, and sometimes I used to get mad at him because of it.

      “So what you’re saying is that you’re mad at me because I don’t get angry enough?” he’d asked once.

      It had sounded stupid when he voiced it, and we’d laughed about it later, but in the heat of an argument, he always chose to walk away and let me cool down instead of staying to fight. “It feels like you don’t care,” I told him.

      “I just don’t see what purpose it would serve to yell and scream and throw things. What would that really accomplish?”

      Nothing. It had never accomplished anything. But once I released my anger, I was always quick to apologize and move on.

      I wasn’t a grudge-holder. I just needed to vent and usually took it out on the wrong person. The one closest to me. Luckily, Cruz understood that about me. In the same way, I understood that he needed time alone to process his emotions and that we would resume the conversation when he was ready.

      Cruz was a peacemaker. He hated confrontation, whereas I never backed down from a fight. Different styles, but we found a way to make it work.

      So, logically I understood why August behaved the way he did. He was acting out of fear. He was trying to control the only thing he still felt he had some control over. My kitchen.

      I knew I wouldn’t be getting an apology from him this time. The stakes were too high, and the threat of losing his son was too real for him to loosen his tight grip. If he did, he would feel like he’d lost everything.

      So I wouldn’t fire him. I wasn’t a monster. It would bring me no joy to strip him of everything he’d worked so hard for.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t be angry with him for how he’d treated me or for the words he hurled in anger.

      I’d propped open the door, and I could hear him from here. He was being an asshole, just like my former boss at Cinque Terre.

      When he finished his tirade, I squared my shoulders and went back inside just as he strode down the hall from the kitchen.

      I stopped him from leaving by putting my hands on his chest, and I kept my voice low so it was for his ears only. “Hope that was fun for you, but this is the last time you will ever talk to my team like that.” His jaw clenched, and he didn’t say a word.

      “Tomorrow, you’ll find a way to make this up to them. You will find a way to build them up again after you tore them down. They need a good leader, not a tyrant. But I think you already know that. So why don’t you go home, lick your wounds, and figure out how to make this better. Because if I’m not mistaken, you’re the one who always says that when you step foot in the kitchen, you leave your baggage outside the door.”

      “Are you done?” he gritted out.

      I nodded and stepped aside to let him pass. Then I watched him walk straight out the door. I was still staring at the door when Luca joined me.

      “What’s eating him?”

      I deflected. “Are you okay?”

      He gave me a funny look. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I heard him going off on all of you. Just making sure you’re not upset.”

      Luca laughed. “Seriously? I’m just surprised it took him this long. Pretty sure Zach is crying in the walk-in,” he said with a snicker. “But everyone else is fine. We’re hitting up Mavericks. Wanna come?”

      I stared at him. I couldn’t believe he was just brushing this off. My brother had a temper just like mine. “Why are you so calm about this?”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m pissed as hell. But only because he was right. I would have ignored him if he was shit at his job and incompetent in the kitchen. But he’s not. So I owe it to myself to take it on board and improve. No offense, Nic, but I have bigger plans for my future. I’m not going to be stuck on the sauté station for the rest of my life.” He gave me a little pat on the shoulder as if to soothe the sting of his words, and then he gathered the others, waltzed right out the door, and headed for a bar.

      Their laughter drifted back to me, and I sagged against the wall, laughing to myself.

      August was still an asshole, but my whole kitchen crew respected that asshole.
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        * * *

      

      I was right. August didn’t apologize. But he called a team meeting which consisted of him telling everyone that his tone might have been overly harsh, but he’d still meant every word he said. He wrapped up the five-minute meeting by pointing out a strength each of them displayed and then told them to return to their prep work.

      “Happy?” he asked brusquely after everyone had returned to their stations, and I found him in his office, clipboard in hand, ready to head to the kitchen.

      I blocked the door, so he couldn’t leave. My hands were fisted at my sides, and I gritted my teeth. I’d never wanted to punch someone as much as I wanted to punch him at this very minute. It wasn’t the first time I’d wanted to punch him, either. Sometimes he brought out my violent side.

      “You know what would make me happy?”

      He made a big show of checking the time on his phone before responding. “I don’t have much time, but we can make it a quickie.”

      “Your specialty.” I couldn’t resist.

      “Oh, baby.” He grasped my jaw and looked at me with hooded eyes before releasing me. “You know I can last all night long.” His smirk was easy, eyes darkening as his gaze roamed over me as if he was considering throwing me down and fucking me on the floor of his office. “But duty calls. I’m working on a new special.”

      “Oh, really. What is it? A slice of humble pie with a side of crow?”

      He let out a short laugh. “Sorry to disappoint. It’s just another sexy dish. It will be so visually spectacular the customers will weep.”

      He was so damn full of himself. I cursed myself when curiosity got the best of me, and I couldn’t help but ask, “What’s in this dish?”

      “Octopus.” His confidence evaporated, and he lowered his head, biting the corner of his mouth, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen him.

      Octopus. This was all about Sage.

      I wanted to tell August that he wouldn’t lose his son and reassure him that everything would be okay, but I didn’t know if it was true. So I didn’t say the words.

      “I’ll help with the special. We can work on it together.”

      He hesitated, and for a moment, I thought he might apologize. Or worse, shoot down my offer to help. “Thank you,” he said, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with my offer to help. August didn’t need my assistance to create a new special.

      “For what?” I asked.

      He framed my face in his hands and pressed his lips against my forehead. There was something so gentle and loving about a forehead kiss, and it was such an abrupt change in mood that it took me by surprise.

      “For being you,” he said, taking a step back. “For knowing exactly how to deal with me. I don’t think anyone has ever understood me or known me like you do.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t quite believe it.

      But I’d felt the same way with him at times.

      I was still standing in the same spot, my heart ricocheting off the walls of my chest long after he’d walked away.

      Too stunned to move as the realization swept over me like a wave. Not a gentle wave that lapped at your ankles. The kind of wave that crashed over your head and knocked you off your feet when your back was turned.

      I didn’t want to feel this way.

      I didn’t want to think that another man knew me in a way that Cruz never had.

      How strange that this was the moment that really made me feel like I was cheating on my husband.

      I knew why too.

      Having sex was just a physical betrayal.

      But what I had with August was emotional cheating. It didn’t matter if I never shared a bed with August again.

      We’d formed a bond. We cared about each other. We argued and fought and exchanged words we didn’t mean.

      But it didn’t destroy us.

      I would still trust August with my life. With my secrets. With my dreams.

      We’d exposed our fears and weaknesses, our flaws and insecurities. We’d confided in each other about the worst times in our lives.

      This wasn’t sex with no strings attached.

      It wasn’t a casual fling.

      Whether we slapped a title on it or not…

      This was a relationship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      The night before Sage came home, Nicola dragged me down to the beach after the restaurant closed.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked when she pulled her t-shirt over her head, flung it on the sand, and reached for my zipper.

      “Let’s go for a swim.”

      “You want to go for a swim at midnight.”

      “Mmhmm. Are you up for it?”

      I captured her hands when she tried to push my pants down my hips. “You want to swim in the ocean in the middle of the night?”

      “That’s exactly what I want to do.”

      I looked out at the moonlit water. It seemed deceptively calm. But it was dark, and there would be an undertow. I knew she could swim. We’d gone to the cove a couple weeks ago and spent the day at the beach.

      But I had no idea why she wanted to dive into the ocean this late at night. “Why?”

      She pulled her hands out of my grip and wrapped them around the back of my neck, pushing her tits against my chest and peppered kisses on my jaw and neck. “To remind us that we’re alive.”

      I tried to read her face in the light of the half-moon, but I couldn’t get a good read on it. “So you want to risk your life to prove that you’re alive?”

      She pulled away, a smile playing on her lips. “I thought you liked living dangerously.”

      “I’m not eighteen anymore, baby.”

      “Pretend you are, baby.” I watched her undress, not a slow striptease, but like her hands couldn’t work fast enough to get her clothes off. She dropped them onto the sand and ran toward the ocean in her bra and underwear. “Catch me if you can,” she called over her shoulder.

      I laughed under my breath. She knew damn well I’d never let her go in without me, so I stripped down to my boxer briefs, and like a fool, I chased after her. The water was up to her shins when I caught up to her and pulled her into my arms.

      “You’re crazy.”

      She threw back her head and laughed. “I know,” she said. “And I love it.”

      So did I. I couldn’t think of anything I didn’t love about Nicola.

      Who was I to stop her if she wanted to risk life and limb by swimming in the Pacific Ocean at midnight? If she was in, so was I.

      “Let’s do this.” I grabbed her hand, and we ran into the water. When it got too deep and the current too strong, we dove under the waves and met up again after swimming beyond the breakers.

      I spun her around, wrapped my arms around her from behind, and pulled her on top of me while I floated on my back.

      Like Sage had said, the ocean could carry even the heaviest load.

      But the ocean could also sneak up on you if you weren’t paying close enough attention. A wave crashed over our heads, and we both ended up with a mouthful of water and a coughing fit.

      That’s what I got for letting down my guard.

      I reached for Nicola and tugged her closer after we caught our breath again. “Are you okay?”

      She coughed a little and then bobbed her head, pushing her wet hair off her face. “I’m good.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. So trusting. So confident that I would keep us both afloat.

      She peered at my face. “But how are you?”

      I didn’t think she was talking about the aftermath of the wave that had just crashed over our heads.

      I could tell her a thousand and one things that I was feeling right now.

      Fear. Worry.

      A sinking feeling in my stomach like a boulder had settled there.

      Panic over losing my son again and never achieving that closeness we’d been working toward before he left.

      Instead, I summed it up in one word. “Alive.”

      She understood without my having to say more and pressed her cool, sweet lips against mine. My tongue swept into her warm mouth. She tasted salty, like the sea and all the tears I’d never shed.

      I wanted to stay here like this, in this moment, with her arms and legs wrapped around me, lost at sea with Nicola, buoyed up by the salt water. I wanted to let the ocean carry us. To feel weightless and unencumbered by life’s burdens.

      “I’m glad,” Nicola said. “The world is better with you in it, August Harper.”

      “Right back at you, baby.” I looked over just as another wave crashed over our heads. Jesus.

      When we recovered from that one, I said, “Let’s get out of here before the ocean tries to kill us.”

      “Good idea. We’ve still got a lot of living left to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicola came home with me.

      We tossed our clothes on the bathroom floor and tumbled into the shower together. After we toweled off, I lifted her into my arms like a groom carrying his bride over the threshold, carried her to my bed, and tossed her on the mattress.

      She looked like a mermaid washed up on the beach, her shower-damp hair splayed across the sheets, and her skin flushed pink from the steam of the shower. But it was her eyes that captured me. Those big brows with shards of amber and gold sparked with life.

      A small smile played on her lips as she pushed herself up on her elbows. “What are you looking at?”

      “You,” I said. “I can’t get enough.”

      “Of my ugly mug?” she joked.

      I laughed. “Yeah, your ugly mug. You’re gorgeous.”

      She pushed out her tits and licked her lips. “I’m all yours, baby,” she said in a low, seductive voice that made my cock swell in appreciation.

      She wasn’t all mine. But I didn’t correct her.

      For tonight, at least, she was all mine.

      She got onto her knees in front of me and looked up at me from beneath her lashes as her hand wrapped around my dick and her lips wrapped around the tip. Her cheeks hollowed, and she took me in deeper. So deep I was hitting the back of her throat.

      I could have come on the sight of it alone.

      Nicola gave the best blowjobs I’d ever had. But I didn’t want her like this.

      I grabbed her shoulders and gently pushed her onto her back. Curious eyes looked up at me. “I need to be inside you.”

      She scooted back on the bed, and I lifted her foot, pressing my lips against the arch. I kissed the underside of her knee and the inside of her thigh, marking her skin with my lips. Claiming her as mine. I climbed between her legs, running my hands up her thighs, over her hips and stomach, her breasts, and into her hair.

      My lips traveled from her jaw to her mouth, and I claimed her lips as I slid inside her. Her back arched off the mattress, and her fingers dug into my hair, moaning into my mouth as I thrust harder.

      We were silent, moving slowly with her legs wrapped around my waist. I pushed in deeper, burying my face in the crook of her neck as her fingers expertly stroked my back and shoulders.

      Her touch on my skin ignited a fire.

      I burned for her.

      Our mouths met again when she panted my name and we barreled into shared orgasms.

      Afterward, spent and boneless, she rolled onto her side and propped her head on her hand, peering down at my face as she trailed her fingers over my cheekbone. My jaw. My lips.

      I wrapped my hand around her wrist and kissed the inside of it, then placed her palm over my heart.

      “It feels like so much has changed in six weeks,” she said.

      I swept a lock of hair off her face and caressed her cheek. She was beautiful in the moonlight. And she was right.

      A lot had changed in the past six weeks. There was a good chance that Sage would be moving to Hawaii, but I didn’t want to think about that tonight. Besides, I knew that wasn’t what she was talking about.

      She was talking about us. This wasn’t a no-strings hookup. It wasn’t a fling. It went much deeper.

      And that was when it hit me with the force of a killer wave.

      I was falling. But so was Nicola.

      It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. That had never been the deal.

      But I had no fucking clue what to do about it.

      So I did the only thing I could think to do.

      I fucked her senseless.
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      August

      I arrived early the following day, eager to see Sage. As bad luck would have it, Travis answered the door in board shorts, a t-shirt, and bare feet. No sign of Sage. He swept his arm toward the living room. “Come on in.”

      He sounded almost jovial, as if we were old buddies. Or, more likely, he was looking forward to his new life in fucking Hawaii. I crossed my arms over my chest, refusing to budge from my spot on the doorstep. “Just get Sage. I’ll wait.”

      Travis scowled. “Stop being such a stubborn bastard. Come inside.”

      Since Sage was nowhere to be seen and Travis was already walking away with the door wide open, I sighed and stepped inside, closing the door behind me. I walked across the blond wood floors of the living area with soaring ceilings and modern art hanging on the white walls. On my way to the kitchen, I checked out the aquarium filled with coral and exotic fish built into the wall.

      No wonder Sage loved this house.

      I stopped on the other side of the granite island, where Travis poured juice into two glasses and set one in front of me. I cast a wary eye on it as if he’d just put a glass of arsenic in front of me. “What is this?”

      “You’re the chef. You tell me.”

      I nearly rolled my eyes. I didn’t want to play this game, so I left the green juice on the counter and looked around at the lounge area behind me with low-slung sofas and surfing photos on the walls. “Where’s Sage?”

      “Upstairs in his room. He said he had to finish something.”

      What could be more important than seeing his own father after six weeks of being away? I didn’t voice my question, but Travis responded as if I had.

      “Whatever project he’s working on, it’s top secret. So I’m guessing it’s for you.”

      Normally, I’d be thrilled that Sage was working on a project for me. Now though, I took it as a sign that he was leaving, and this was a goodbye present. “Where’s Sasha?”

      He downed the contents of his glass and set it in the sink before responding. His kitchen was modern, all white except for the stainless-steel appliances. “Sunrise yoga.”

      Great. So it was just the two of us, and it was awkward as fuck. My gaze drifted to the accordion doors with an infinity pool on the other side. And beyond that, the Pacific Ocean that would be separating me from my son.

      I had questions.

      When are you moving?

      How much more time would I have with Sage before you take off?

      Could I have Christmas? Thanksgiving? And all the days in between?

      But I couldn’t bring myself to voice any of them.

      I’d gone over it in my head a million times. Should I get a lawyer and drag Sasha to court? Should I fight for custody? But in the end, it always came back to Sage and what he wanted. In all our video chats, he seemed happy. And I tried to put myself in his shoes.

      If I was a seven-year-old boy with a father who loved me, how would I want him to behave?

      I didn’t have to think that hard about the answer.

      I would want reassurance that wherever I was, my father would still love me and do everything in his power to prove it to me. Not by going to battle with my mother and stepfather but by being the bigger man and making my life easier, not harder.

      I never wanted Sage to feel like he had to choose between them and me. I never wanted him to feel guilty for being excited about his new life in Hawaii.

      A parent’s job was to ensure that their kids didn’t have to carry the burden of the choices made on their behalf.

      I chose to get involved in drug dealing.

      I chose to go through with those operations for Sage.

      I made those decisions on my own because Sasha relied on me to make the tough decisions.

      She was scared. Worried. Unsure. Understandably so. But fear paralyzed Sasha, and she relied on me to think for both of us.

      For me, there was only one clear choice. To make sure our son had a fighting chance.

      And now, presented with another challenge, there was only one clear choice.

      I broke the silence and addressed Travis, who looked like he’d been waiting for me to speak. “I’m going to ask you one more time. Don’t move. I’m sure Hawaii is fucking fantastic. But I can’t go to Hawaii, and no matter what you and Sasha might think, I have every right to be in my son’s life. Not just on special occasions or a few times a year but on a full-time basis. I want him to know that he can call me whenever he wants and that I’ll drop everything to be there for him. And I can’t fucking do that if you’re two thousand miles away.”

      Travis stared at me for a moment, his face inscrutable. I was two seconds away from jumping across the counter, grabbing him by the shoulders, and shaking a response out of him. But Sage burst into the room, and my gaze swung to him.

      “Ta-da!” He handed me a spiral ring notebook with sea stars and starfish decorating the cover.

      “What’s this?”

      “Your special present. I made it just for you.” He was beaming, and I took a moment to take in the changes. Even though we’d been video chatting almost daily, I hadn’t seen him in person in six weeks. It looked as if he’d grown a couple inches since then.

      “Open it,” he said, bouncing on his toes like he couldn’t contain his excitement.

      “I’ll be in the den if you need me,” Travis said as he walked out of the kitchen, leaving me alone with Sage.

      I wanted to get Sage out of there and take him somewhere else, but he insisted that I open the book right this minute, so I complied as he dragged a stool next to me and climbed onto it. I set the notebook on the counter and flipped open the first page.

      My heart stuttered when I saw the photo of me holding Sage. It was right after he was born, and I was sitting next to Sasha’s hospital bed. I was shirtless because we’d read somewhere that it was a good way for fathers to bond with their newborns.

      I traced the photo with my index finger. He’d used tape on each corner to stick it to the page. “Where did you get this?”

      “Mom. She had all the photos on a cloud.” His brow furrowed like he was puzzled about how you could keep photos on a cloud. Then he shrugged. “Anyway. Go to the next page,” he said, reaching over and flipping it for me.

      The next photo was another one of Sage and me. In this one, he was sitting at the chef’s table in my old restaurant, and I was feeding him. He had green sauce smeared all over his face and down the front of his bib. “I was a messy eater,” he said with a laugh. “And I had a mohawk.”

      “You were so young.” He must have only been a few months old in that photo. Now I knew why I hadn’t recognized him on the beach that day. When Sage was born, he had dark hair. Everyone used to say he looked just like me. Over time his hair had started getting lighter, but it had never been as blond as it was now.

      More memories assaulted me with each page I flipped and each photo I studied. Sage asleep on my chest in his room. Me helping him climb the jungle gym at the playground. Building a sandcastle. Watching him unwrap his Christmas presents. His first birthday. His second birthday. And when I flipped to the last page, there was a photo of me by his bedside, holding his hand after his third operation.

      It was the last time I saw him. The photo was taken shortly before I flew back to LA.

      Tears welled in my eyes, and I clenched my jaw to hold them back.

      I couldn’t fucking lose this kid. It would kill me.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out.

      Sage saved me from having to say anything.

      “I told Mom that I don’t remember you. And she gave me these photos so I could remember you. She has a lot more too. But I picked the ones I liked best. Do you… um, do you like it?” He sounded worried, mistaking my silence for something else.

      I cleared my throat. “I love it. It’s the best gift I’ve ever gotten.”

      His eyes widened. “It is?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Because you were the best gift I’ve ever gotten. And now you’ve given me some of my best memories. And I just want you to know that wherever I am and wherever you are, nothing will ever change how much I love you. Not a day has passed since you were born that I didn’t think about you.”

      He nodded. “I’m kind of hard to forget.”

      I laughed softly. “You sure are. So when you’re in Hawaii, I’ll be thinking about you every day, and I’ll find a way to see you as much as possible, okay? I’ll always find a way to get to you, Sage.”

      “Oh. Okay. But we’re not moving to Hawaii.”

      “Surprise.”

      I looked over at Travis standing in the doorway. That son of a bitch. He had a big grin on his face. “Why didn’t you say something, asshole?”

      “Watch the language, asshole.”

      “Does that mean I can say asshole too?” Sage piped up.

      “No,” Travis and I said in unison.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re a kid,” I said.

      “Oh, man. Kids can’t do anything,” he complained. “I can’t get a tattoo. I can’t say asshole. I can’t drink beer. I can’t drive. I can’t even kiss Isla until I’m like thirty-five,” he said glumly. “Her dad said so.”

      Travis and I exchanged a look. “Isla?” I asked. “Isla St. Clair?”

      His eyes lit up. “You know her?”

      “No. But I met her parents and helped bake her birthday cake.”

      “Oh wow. She loved that cake. Hey. Maybe you can help me bake her a cake? I bet she’d like that.”

      I laughed. My son was already well-versed in grand romantic gestures. Nicola will love this story. “Yeah, sure.” Then I focused on Travis, needing confirmation. “You’re really not moving?”

      “We’ve decided to stay.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “I hate to see a grown man beg. Now get out of my house and take your son with you. I’m going surfing.”

      Asshole.

      But I couldn’t remember a time when I was this happy. When everything felt right in my life.

      I wasn’t losing my son. I had a job I loved. And a woman who believed in me.

      What more could a man ask for?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      August was happy. Both the man and the month.

      We were hit with a California heat wave. Days were scorching hot, the nights sultry. The kitchen had to be at least a hundred degrees. We soaked our kitchen towels in ice water baths and wore them around our necks.

      The restaurant was packed every night, and we were getting a lot of media attention from bloggers, social media influencers, and critics.

      We’d taken our food to a whole other level, and every dish left the kitchen looked like a work of art.

      I’d stopped pretending that I didn’t want that coveted star. We were going for it, and I didn’t keep it a secret.

      We were so busy chasing the dream that I barely had time to take a breath, let alone stop and think. I knew it would all catch up to me, but for now, I decided that the best thing I could do was to throw myself into the deep end and worry about the rest later.

      And as the summer melted into fall, I fell more every day.

      Deeply. Madly. Recklessly.

      Like a freight train that had picked up too much speed and was destined to jump the tracks, I felt my control slipping away. But I did nothing to stop it.

      There were days when I felt I would be content to bask in August’s glow for eternity.

      And there were other days when I got scared by how quickly everything was changing. Travis and Sasha had a baby boy, Adrian.

      And Sage celebrated his eighth birthday.

      We threw him a party at the restaurant on the third Saturday in September. The week before, he had a party at his house, but August wanted to do something special for him.

      “Wow! It’s the best birthday cake ever,” Sage said when I led him into the kitchen, where August put the final touches on it. “Wait until my friends see this. They won’t even believe it.”

      The cake was spectacular. Vanilla sponge with midnight blue icing. A burnt orange octopus rose from a wave, its tentacles wrapping around the tiers. On the sides, August had created a coral seabed with fondant.

      He’d been working on this cake since five o’clock in the morning.

      By the look on Sage’s face, it was worth all the time and effort.

      I took photos from all angles to capture the seahorses, sea stars, and anemones.

      Then I snapped a few candid shots of August and saved them on my phone for days when the sun didn’t shine.
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        * * *

      

      The party was on the terrace. The entire staff—Sage’s ‘kitchen family’—had come in early to attend. Shane and Remy brought Kai and Bodhi. Scarlett and Dylan arrived shortly after with Everly and Isla, the girl of Sage’s dreams.

      “Small world,” Scarlett said with a laugh as we watched Sage and Isla talking and laughing over their burgers and fries, the meal Sage had requested. “They’re so adorable together. Ugh, I can’t stand it.”

      They were adorable. Sage with his blond hair and Isla with her long dark hair. I snapped tons of photos and deluded myself into thinking that someday when Sage was older, I’d show him the photos and say, “See? This was your first love. I’m so happy I was there to witness it.”

      As if I’d still be in his life years from now. As if he’d still come into the restaurant a couple times a week and do his homework in my office. Or sit at the counter while we prepped, eating the fancy grilled cheese sandwiches his dad made.

      As if, five years… ten years from now, August and I would still be together.

      My gaze drifted to August talking to Shane and Dylan across the terrace. They’d started hanging out together and were becoming friends.

      When August caught me watching, he smiled.

      It felt intimate. A secret smile that lovers shared.

      He looked relaxed. Confident. So sure of himself.

      Like a man who had found his place in the world and rebuilt a life after everything had been ripped away. I’d started seeing the changes in him after he found out that Sage would be staying in Costa del Rey.

      He seemed lighter, like some of life’s burdens had been lifted from his shoulders.

      And at that moment, on a picture-perfect September day, with the sun shining and the sky so blue, amid the sound of children’s laughter and the warmth of August Harper’s smile, I knew what I had to do….

      The sky dimmed. Because August was my sun.

      Some would say I was lucky to have found love, not only with one but two amazing men.

      It felt more like a curse than a blessing.

      Because I could only keep one if I let the other go.

      And I loved them both.

      But one heart couldn’t remain loyal to two men. It simply wasn’t possible.

      Sooner or later, I knew I would have to make a choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      When the doorbell rang, I gave myself a final look in the hall mirror before I descended the stairs.

      At the last minute, I’d changed into a tight black dress and heels and applied red lipstick to go with my kohl-lined eyes. I’d made a special effort for the occasion and thought I looked pretty good.

      August was insistent. He wanted to take me on a date. When he brought it up the other day, I laughed like that was ridiculous. “A date?” I’d asked. “Aren’t we past that stage? You don’t have to wine and dine me. I’m already a sure thing.”

      “Are you?” he’d asked.

      I’d played it off as if his words had no deeper meaning. “Sure, I am. But date or not, you already know you’ll get lucky.” I’d punctuated my words with a wink and turned away before he could say more.

      In the six months I’d known August, we’d never gone anywhere in public as a couple. Sure, we went out together. To the fish market. To LA. To a vineyard in Temecula and restaurants and food stalls in other towns.

      But something about this felt different. Maybe because he’d labeled it. We were going on ‘a date.’

      When I swung the front door open, I struck a pose and gave him what I hoped was a come-hither look. Like a femme fatale from another century.

      My whole body flushed with heat as August’s eyes roamed down the length of me, slow and leisurely as if he wanted to commit every curve and dip to memory.

      I almost joked and said, Take a picture, it lasts longer, but I didn’t say it because I was too busy reveling in the attention.

      When our eyes met, his had darkened.

      He pushed his hand through his hair and laughed, shaking his head. “Jesus. Not sure how I’ll get through dinner without attacking my dessert first.”

      “Am I dessert?”

      “Mm yeah. You taste sweet as honey. When I close my eyes at night, I can still taste you on my lips.” He closed his eyes and licked his lips, a groan escaping.

      Now I wasn’t sure how I’d get through dinner. He looked good, too, in flat-front gray chinos I’d never seen before and a black button-down rolled up to his elbows. God, he was gorgeous. So gorgeous that I couldn’t stop staring at him. “You don’t play fair.”

      He grinned. “Let’s go, Cinderella. My chariot awaits.”

      “I can see how that chariot could turn into a pumpkin at midnight,” I teased.

      “It’s a wonder the damn thing is still running.” He held out his arm like a perfect gentleman. Like my own Prince Charming.

      I hesitated before linking my arm to his. It felt like a momentous occasion. Like once again, everything had shifted.

      He held the passenger door open and swept his arm in a courtly gesture.

      I laughed. “You’re really going for it, aren’t you?”

      “If you’re going to do something, do it right.”

      “Go big or go home.”

      “You know it, baby.”

      I watched him round the hood, and then he climbed into the driver’s seat and backed out of my driveway, and I couldn’t stop staring at him.

      “What are you looking at?” he asked, glancing over at me.

      “You. I just can’t get enough.”

      “Of my ugly mug?”

      “Yeah, your ugly mug.” I laughed and settled back in my seat. I didn’t even care where we were going. I’d be happy to go to In-N-Out and eat burgers and fries in his truck.

      A little while later, he ushered me into the Spanish restaurant with his hand on the small of my back. “Our reservation isn’t until eight,” he said. “Let’s grab a drink at the bar.”

      So casual. Like we were a real couple, and this was our norm.

      The restaurant was cool, upscale with mood lighting, moody blue walls, and a burnished gold bar. A date night place.

      It wasn’t cheap, and I worried about the prices as I scanned the bar menu. I knew August wouldn’t let me split the bill, so I tried to stop him from ordering just about every tapas plate available.

      “We don’t need all that.” Even as I said the words, my mouth watered from the scent of garlic. The couple next to us was served some of the same dishes we’d ordered.

      “You know how I feel about eating with you.” His hand curled around my hip as he leaned in close, his lips brushing the side of my neck, his voice low and seductive in my ear. “It’s the ultimate foreplay.”

      August loved to watch me eat. He loved to feed me, too, and claimed that I moaned like I was having an orgasm. It made him hard.

      “Stop worrying and just enjoy yourself,” he said when the bartender served our drinks. A glass of rioja for me, beer for August.

      I smiled and lifted my glass in a toast. “Here’s to our first official date.” I clinked my glass against his, took a sip of wine, and nearly swooned at how good it was.

      Then I swooned some more when August set down his beer and smiled at me. The kind of smile that made your knees weak and your heart skip a beat.

      “You look beautiful,” he said. “You are beautiful.”

      And I felt so beautiful under his warm gaze that I forgot all my reasons for not wanting to go on an actual date. Because why shouldn’t I be allowed to flirt and smile and accept a compliment from a man who already knew me so well yet still made this feel like a special occasion.

      “You look beautiful, too.”

      “First pretty, and now this,” he said with mock disgust. “Do I have to remind you that I’m a man?”

      I shook my head, smiling. “Nope. But you can show me later.”

      “But first, foreplay,” he said when the bartender set our plates of tapas on the bar and August fed me an Iberian ham croquette. I moaned with pleasure, primarily for his benefit, and reciprocated by feeding him a salted Padron pepper.

      All I could see was him. His perfect lips. His veiny hands. His tousled hair.

      I’d fallen so completely that now it was laughable that I’d ever believed it could be just sex.

      When we finished our tapas and were seated at our table with our seafood paella in front of us, I didn’t even need more food or that second glass of wine.

      I just wanted to go back to his place, tumble onto the bed with him and do all the things we were so good at. I wanted to be wrapped up in his strong arms, kissing him until my lips were raw and swollen.

      “You have some sauce…” August leaned across the table, brushed his thumb over the corner of my mouth, and then sucked on it. “Mm. You taste good.”

      I laughed, but those butterflies were back in full force.

      He didn’t even notice how our waitress had lingered at our table after she’d served our food or how she kept walking past, sneaking looks at him. He only had eyes for me.

      Women were attracted to August. His height. His broad shoulders and narrow waist. His gorgeous face. The way he carried himself. Like he owned every room he entered. He commanded attention simply by being himself.

      If he noticed other women looking at him, he never let on. He never encouraged their interest by flirting back.

      August always made me feel like the most exciting person in the room.

      It was his superpower. The way he could make you feel so special simply by existing.

      It felt like what we had was something so special. In some ways, I felt like I’d known August forever. Sometimes I even caught myself thinking we were meant to be together for the rest of our lives.

      But then I’d remember that I wasn’t free to plan the rest of my life with another man.

      I opened my mouth to speak, to tell him everything I felt, but then shut it again because words seemed inadequate.

      “I know,” he said. “Because I feel it too.”

      “You do?”

      “Mmhmm. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. But life rarely goes to plan.” He looked out at the dining room and then back at me. “I was never supposed to fall in love with you, Nicola.”

      “You love me?” I whispered as if I hadn’t heard him right. As if I need confirmation that he really meant it.

      “Looks that way.” He reached for my hand across the table and clasped it in both hands. He brushed his thumb over my wedding band, and I didn’t think it was accidental. “I know your situation. I understand. But sometimes it’s hard. I want to be the only man in your life. I want to be the guy you bring home to meet the parents. I want all of you. I fell in love with you. I love you.” He shook his head like he couldn’t quite believe it.

      There were a thousand things I could have said. Should have said.

      I wanted to tell him that I loved him, too. Madly. Deeply. With a passion I never thought I’d feel again for another man.

      The universe had sent me the perfect man to remind me what it felt like to love and to be loved.

      To remind me that there was room in my heart for another great love.

      I wanted to tell him:

      I love you.

      I live you.

      You are my true love.

      You are the man I’m meant to be with now… and in the future.

      I wanted to tell him that I couldn’t lose him and to beg for his patience until I figured out how to make this work.

      But the words stayed stuck in my head and refused to pass my lips.

      “August—” I started when the silence had stretched out for too long.

      “August? Hey, man. Thought that was you.”

      August released my hand and sat back in his seat, but it was too late. Rio was standing next to our table. I lifted my head and met Frankie’s accusing eyes, which told me she’d seen more than I wanted her to.

      “Well, isn’t this cozy?” she said with a harsh laugh. “While you’re living it up with your new sous chef, my brother is lying in a bed ten miles away because of your choice.”

      For a few seconds, I just gaped at her, speechless. In one scathing remark, she’d managed to sum it all up in a way that made my relationship with August feel so cheap and dirty. She made something beautiful seem ugly.

      I scrambled for the right words but came up short. “It’s not how it looks,” I said. “We’re just… friends.”

      Even I could hear the lie in my words. I wanted to punch myself.

      And the betrayal… it cut so deep that I avoided making eye contact with August. He’d just told me he loved me, and I’d reduced us to just friends?

      We were so much more than that.

      We were everything.

      “No. I think it’s exactly how it looks,” Frankie said. “You’ve always been a selfish bitch. Only thinking about yourself. My brother knocked himself out to make you happy and give you everything you ever wanted. He made all your stupid dreams come true. And this is how you repay him? By fucking an ex-con?”

      “He’s not… you don’t even know him,” I said, but then it hit me that she must have known him. How did she know he was my sous chef? How did she know he was an ex-con?

      How did Rio know him?

      I was fixating on all the wrong things, but I couldn’t face the fact that Frankie hated me so much that she was lashing out and purposefully trying to hurt me.

      I just couldn’t face the fact that Cruz’s little sister would say such mean and hateful things when we used to be so close. Frankie was like the sister I never had.

      “Come on, Frankie.” Rio tried to usher her away from our table. “It’s okay. Let’s go.”

      She spun out of his grip. “It’s not fucking okay! Nothing is okay.” She pointed at me. “Look at her. How dare she be happy?”

      I told myself that she was angry and didn’t mean anything she was saying. She was just lashing out. Using me as her human punching bag. I could handle it.

      But the words echoed in my head, How dare she be happy?

      How dare I?

      “You’re nothing but a whore. Spending my brother’s money and—”

      “That’s enough,” August said sharply as he stood up from his seat, his jaw clenched, eyes hard. “You have no right to talk to her like that.”

      Frankie’s gaze swung to August. “Fuck you, August. This is between Nic and me. Why is everyone always trying to protect her?” She planted her palms on the table and leaned in close. “What is it, Nic? Do you have a magic vagina? That must be it.”

      “Frankie, back off,” August said, his voice steely. “Rio. Get her the fuck out of here. Or I will.”

      Frankie straightened up, giving me one last look before she turned away. “I’m going. I said all I needed to say.” Frankie lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and walked out of the restaurant with Rio.

      I stayed in my seat, frozen. Too stunned and heartbroken to move. I stared blankly at the paella we hadn’t even finished eating.

      August and I were silent. Not the easy, comfortable kind of silence. The tension was so thick you cut it with a knife.

      Finally, I lifted my head and met his gaze across the table. I couldn’t read his face. Anger? Hurt?

      But instead of allowing myself to process what had just happened and to talk about it with him, I grasped the first thing I could think of and ran with it. “You know Frankie.”

      He nodded curtly. “I met her. Once. Rio used to work for me.”

      Wow. Okay. News to me. I sagged back in my seat. “When was this? When did you meet her?”

      He pressed his lips together in annoyance. “Does this really matter right now?”

      I shrugged and toyed with the stem of my wineglass. “I’m just curious.”

      He sighed. “The day I came in for a trial shift.”

      I remembered that day. Of course, I did. I also remembered our phone call when he was rude. I huffed out a laugh. “Let me guess, Frankie mentioned me, and it wasn’t altogether flattering.”

      “She didn’t say much, but yeah, that’s what happened.”

      “Wow. Okay. And in the six months we’ve known each other, you never thought to mention it?”

      “What the fuck was I supposed to say?” He pinched the bridge of his nose and lowered his voice. “I can’t see how it would have helped or what difference it would have made.”

      My shoulders sagged. “I know. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m sorry about everything.” I let out a ragged breath. “I ruined our date.”

      “Fuck the date. Let’s get out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      It was only when I slid into the passenger seat that everything hit me.

      August telling me he loved me and not saying it back.

      Frankie’s words. Her accusations. The look on her face… she hated me.

      I started shaking so badly that I couldn’t fasten my seat belt. Finally, I gave up and collapsed against the bench seat.

      August looked over at me, and I heard him inhale a sharp breath.

      “Nicola,” he said softly. “Come here.”

      I don’t know if I moved or if he did, but he was holding me in his arms, once again trying to put all my broken pieces back together.

      I leaned my head on his shoulder and pressed my palm against his chest right over his heart. What will I do without you?

      “She was right,” I whispered. “Frankie was right.”

      “Look at me. Look at me, Nicola.” I lifted my head, and he grasped my jaw. “You can’t honestly believe that anything she said was true. It was all bullshit. Don’t give her that kind of power. She was coming at you from a place of anger. Those are her issues, not yours. Don’t let her guilt-trip you.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and blew out a breath, replaying the conversation in my head. When I opened my eyes, August was studying my face, waiting for my response. “I don’t believe all of it. I know I’m not a whore and the whole money thing is untrue. I’ve never cared about how much money someone has.” Those words were as much for August as they were about Frankie’s accusations. I pulled away and took his hand, brushing my thumb over his busted knuckles. “But the part about being happy with you when Cruz is….”

      I left the sentence hanging. August knew exactly what state Cruz was in. I shifted in my seat, angling my body toward him. “You and I are so much more than just friends, August. I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. I just…”

      “Panicked.”

      “Yeah. I panicked.” I tried to think of what I could say to make this better, but I was botching everything tonight, so it didn’t surprise me when I failed to say the right words. “It’s not that I think our love is wrong….”

      “You just don’t think it’s right.”

      “Maybe we’re right, but our timing is wrong?” Not sure why it had come out as a question or why I’d started with a maybe. I knew we were right for each other and that our timing was shitty. But I felt emotionally drained. Completely wrung out. And had run out of the right words to make an impossible situation feel hopeful.

      He nodded slowly, then let go of me, slid behind the wheel, and put the key in the ignition. “Buckle up.”

      I stared at his profile. At the set of his jaw as he stared out the windshield. “What?”

      “Fasten your seat belt so I can drive you home before you turn into a pumpkin.”

      It would have been funny if there had been any indication that he was joking. But he still had that clenched jaw and a face that gave nothing away.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered once we were on the road headed back to my house.

      I wasn’t only talking about tonight. I was talking about us. The future we didn’t have. The future we couldn’t have until I’d found a way to resolve my past.

      Running into Frankie was the wake-up call I’d needed.

      I had to let August go before making any decisions for Cruz. Hanging on to August wasn’t fair to him or to Cruz.

      But August understood without my having to say the words.

      We were so attuned to each other.

      “I know,” he said. “That’s what makes it so much harder.”
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        * * *

      

      After August walked me to my front door and kissed me goodnight, finishing the evening on the note we’d started—a real date with my own Prince Charming—my footsteps were as heavy as my heart as I climbed the stairs to my bedroom.

      The bedroom I’d shared with my husband.

      Photos lined the walls of the hallway. Our wedding day. Our honeymoon in Tuscany. Cruz shooting hoops with Luca. Cruz, Frankie, and me at her college graduation. She was in the middle, dressed in her cap and gown, and we all wore big smiles.

      In my bedroom, I stepped into the walk-in closet and inhaled the scent of cedar. One side was mine, the other Cruz’s. His shoes lined the shelves—dress shoes, high-tops, running shoes, brand-new Air Jordans still in the box.

      I ran my fingers over his suit jackets and crisp, starched button-downs. His linen shirts and pressed trousers.

      A few weeks after Cruz’s attack, the dry cleaners called to say they had one of his suits and a few shirts. I’d picked them up and removed the plastic film before I hung them. Just as if I was still expecting him to wear them someday.

      I grabbed his favorite Lakers hoodie from the shelf and put it on.

      It used to smell like him, and for months, I’d wear it to bed until it finally started to smell more like me than him.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing?” Luca asked, his voice soft as if he was worried that I’d have a mental breakdown before his eyes.

      I blinked at Luca and tried to dig my way out of the wreckage.

      “I fell asleep.”

      On the floor of my walk-in closet. Under a mountain of Cruz’s clothes. I’d pulled them all off the hangers last night. Ripped the shirts with my bare hands. I’d cried and cursed and fell to my knees.

      I’d fallen asleep clutching a framed photo to my chest. Cruz and I on our wedding night. I was in my wedding gown, and he was wearing a white dress shirt and gray pinstriped trousers, his tie loose around his neck. We were lying on the bed in our hotel suite, and I was feeding him wedding cake. When I captured the moment, he had chocolate ganache on his chin and a smile on his lips.

      I remember thinking that nobody in the history of time had ever loved anyone the way I loved Cruz Vega. It simply wasn’t possible. I felt so grateful and lucky. So excited to embark on this journey with my true love.

      I shoved the clothes aside and stood on unsteady feet.

      The closet felt like a tomb.

      Quiet. Airless. Suffocating.

      The walls were closing in, and it hurt to breathe.

      “I don’t know what to do, Luca.” My voice wobbled on the words.

      Luca cursed under his breath, and in one long stride, he was standing before me. Then he pulled me into an awkward hug and patted my back a few times. Doubtless, this was his attempt to comfort me.

      He didn’t have any answers for me. He didn’t even try to pretend that he did. Finally, after a few seconds of back-patting, he released me. He stepped back, his eyes darting around the room, looking at everything but me.

      Watching him struggle to come up with something to say was almost amusing.

      He jammed his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his feet, clearing his throat before he spoke, “You good now?”

      I almost laughed. “Yeah. That hug… that fixed me right up.”

      “Okay, good.” He’d obviously missed my sarcasm. “If you wanna skip work today, I’m sure August can cover—”

      I shook my head. “No. I need to be there.”

      “Okay.” He backed away, looking unsure. “But if you change your mind….”

      “I’ll be there.”

      He nodded. “Right. Okay. I’ll see you there then.”

      I forced a smile. “Yep.”

      He lingered a few more seconds, his eyes scanning the mess I’d made of the walk-in closet. Then he spun around and gave me a two-finger salute over his shoulder as he walked away.

      I started laughing when I heard his footsteps pounding the stairs like he couldn’t get away fast enough.

      It was obvious that my brother had never had a long-term relationship. He didn’t have a clue how to handle a woman’s emotions.

      From somewhere under the pile of clothes, I heard my phone ringing. I fished it out and snatched it up.

      My stomach sank when I saw the name flashing across the screen. Dr. Marcus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      Sage inspected the breakfast burrito, then plucked out a piece of chorizo and waved it in front of my face. “What’s this stuff?”

      “Chorizo.”

      “Will I like it?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      He hesitated. Then he took a deep breath and squeezed his eyes shut like he was about to do something monumental like bungee jumping off a bridge.

      Finally, he popped it into his mouth and chewed, giving me a thumbs-up as he took a big bite of his egg, red pepper, and chorizo burrito.

      Sauce dribbled down his chin. I handed him a paper towel, but he wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his hoodie instead.

      “This is good,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Almost better than last week.”

      “Thanks. Glad you like it.”

      I drank my coffee while he ate. We were sitting on the tailgate of my truck parked next to the golf course, not far from the elementary school. I’d started driving Sage to school a few mornings a week after Sasha had the baby.

      We were getting the hang of this co-parenting gig, and things had gone more smoothly than I could have hoped. The mornings I picked up Sage gave us extra bonding time. For me, every minute counted.

      But today, I was distracted. Monday night had been a shit show of epic proportions, and I was still dwelling on it.

      Why had I chosen that moment to say those three little words? They’d just slipped out. Not that I didn’t mean them. I did. I’d known it for a while.

      But some things in life were better left unsaid. Telling Nicola that I loved her was one of them.

      Yesterday she didn’t show up for work. She’d texted to say that an emergency had come up regarding Cruz. I worried about her all day and had been two minutes from showing up at her door to ensure she was okay. But her house was off-limits to me, like many other things in Nicola’s life.

      So I’d sent a short, simple text: Hope you’re okay.

      Yeah, I was a fucking wordsmith.

      “Can I come over after school today?” Sage asked.

      Sometimes he came to the restaurant after school. It was Nicola’s idea, a way for me to spend as much time as possible with my son.

      She always lavished extra special attention on him. She talked to him as if his opinions mattered, and every word out of his mouth was fascinating.

      Yet another reason why I’d fallen in love with her. Nicola loved my son and was always looking for new ways to make him feel special. She did the same for me.

      I took the crumpled tinfoil he handed me and stuffed it in the cooler bag. “Not today, buddy.”

      His face fell. “But I have something I need to ask Nicola.”

      Note to self: Don’t introduce your son to your girlfriend, who is already committed to another man.

      “I think we’ll have to cut back on the restaurant visits.”

      “But why?” He hopped off the tailgate, and I closed it. “I love going there.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want to have to worry about you. A restaurant is a busy place.” But, judging by the crestfallen look on his face, it was the wrong thing to say.

      “So you don’t even want me there? I thought you liked having me there.”

      “I do. I love it. I love every minute I spend with you. I just think we might need to take a little break.” I checked the time on my phone. “Come on. We need to get you to school.” I nudged him toward the passenger door.

      When we were in the truck and on the way to school, I asked, “What did you want to ask Nicola?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You can ask me anything.”

      He side-eyed me. “I can’t. You’re not a girl.”

      “So you need advice? About girls?” I guessed. Jesus. Eight was too young for all of this, wasn’t it?

      “Yeah. Kind of.”

      “Is this about Isla?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Did you ask your mom?”

      Sage shook his head. “She still thinks I’m a baby. And she’s really busy with her new baby.”

      I glanced at him when I pulled up behind the other cars at the school drop-off. “Do you feel like your mom’s not spending enough time with you?”

      “No. It’s gotten worse.”

      “What has? What’s gotten worse?”

      He rolled his eyes like this was a huge imposition to answer all my questions. “She cries more. Like yesterday she was all like, Oh Sage, you’re getting so big. I love you so much. I want you to be my baby forever. Blah blah blah.”

      I stifled a laugh. “Yeah, well, you remember what I told you. You’ll always be her baby. And having babies makes women….” I searched for the right word. “Emotional.”

      “Yeah. Guess so. I gotta go now.” Before I could even respond, he grabbed his backpack, hopped out of the truck, and took off. I waited until he was inside the front door before I pulled away.

      Then I went home and did a grueling workout before I went to work.
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        * * *

      

      Nicola was in the kitchen talking to Luca when I arrived. It used to be that we were the first ones in and had the kitchen to ourselves in the morning, but now the others had started arriving earlier. Especially Luca, who had begun to take on more responsibility. He’d been trailing me for the past month, asking questions and taking notes, priming himself for the role of sous chef.

      I think he saw the end before I did. He wanted to be prepared for the day when he’d be asked to step into my role.

      Nicola joined me at the coffee machine. She wore frayed denim and an off-white sweatshirt with a vintage-looking surf scene painted across the front. One of Scarlett’s designs, no doubt. Not her usual work attire.

      “Can we talk?” she asked, her voice low.

      “Sure.” I had a bad feeling that I knew what she wanted to talk about. I saw the writing on the wall two nights ago. Now all I wanted to do was delay the inevitable. “Coffee?”

      Without waiting for her response, I made her coffee how she liked it. When I handed her the mug, she thanked me, and our eyes met briefly before hers lowered.

      Dark circles rimmed her eyes, and the sorrow and the sadness had returned to her face. She looked more like the Nicola I met six months ago. Not like the woman who had tossed her clothes onto the beach and ran into the ocean, claiming that it made her feel so alive.

      I followed her to the terrace, and we sat on striped beach chairs facing the water. It was early, so there was still a slight chill in the air, but the sun would hit the terrace in a few hours, and it would feel like a summer’s day.

      “This has always been my favorite time of year,” Nicola said, cradling her steaming mug of coffee in both hands. “Sometimes, I forget to stop and appreciate this.” She tipped her chin toward the view. “How lucky are we to have the ocean on our doorstep? It’s funny how you get so caught up in all the minutiae that you take things for granted,” she mused.

      I didn’t think she brought me out here to talk about the weather or the scenery, but I sat in silence and waited for her to get to the point.

      She didn’t. She took a detour.

      “We met in October.” She turned her head to look at me, a hint of a smile on her lips. “On a day like today.”

      “I remember it like it was yesterday.” Weirdly, I did.

      I’d forgotten many things, but that day still held a special place in my heart. Maybe I’d been waiting for Nicola since I was eighteen without realizing it.

      She smiled. “So do I. I remember every detail. If you could go back in time, what would you tell your eighteen-year-old self?”

      I thought about it for a minute. There were so many things I wished I’d known then. But at the same time, I was glad we couldn’t see into the future. “I don’t know. I didn’t listen to anyone at eighteen, so it probably wouldn’t have helped. There were a few things I wish I could have changed, but I think my life turned out the way it was supposed to. If I hadn’t met Sasha, there would be no Sage. And if Sasha hadn’t married Travis and moved to Costa del Rey, I wouldn’t have met you again.”

      I turned my head to study her face as if I needed to commit it to memory. The high cheekbones, the curve of her jaw, those big brown eyes that got to me every time. “And that would have been too fucking sad for words.”

      Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away before they could fall. “You make it so impossible….”

      So do you. “To what?” I prompted.

      She took a breath and let it out. “How could I not have fallen in love with you?”

      It was the closest she’d ever come to saying the words, but there was too much sadness in her voice to revel. On some level, I knew she loved me without having to hear the words. But I guess I was the kind of guy who needed to hear the words to believe them.

      Old childhood wounds had stayed with me longer than I cared to admit.

      Our eyes met. “You’re everything, August.”

      I heard the regret and sadness in her voice and saw it in the downturn of her lips before she turned her head and faced forward again.

      “Cruz has pneumonia,” she said quietly. She swallowed, her eyes on the view before us. The ocean in all its glory. The pier extending out into the water. A handful of surfers waiting for their next wave.

      “I got the call from his doctor yesterday when I was on my way to work. That’s why I didn’t come in. And I…” She sucked in a deep breath and let it out. “I need to be there for him. I’m sorry to ask. But can you run the kitchen while I’m away?”

      I need to be there for him. That’s what it all came down to, wasn’t it?

      “You don’t have to ask me to do my job. Take all the time you need. I’ve got this,” I assured her.

      “I know you do. But…”

      Sad eyes found mine. Nicola looked like she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. Which she was.

      On top of everything, her husband had pneumonia. I wanted to crawl into her skin and take on her burdens as my own so she wouldn’t have to do all the heavy lifting.

      But her words were still hanging in the air between us, her thought left unfinished, and I knew she wasn’t about to deliver good news.

      She chewed on her lip, and I almost told her to spit it out so we could deal with it and figure out a way to move on. Seemed to be the recurring theme lately. Finding a way to move on.

      “What you said the other night… I can’t say the words back. I’m sorry.”

      Kick me in the balls, why don’t you?

      “There’s no rule that you have to reciprocate. Let’s just forget I said it.” I wanted to get out of this chair and walk away. What more was there to say? She was dumping my ass. End of conversation. I moved to get up, but she grabbed my arm to stop me.

      “No. That’s not what I meant. I feel the same way about you. I just can’t say the words.” She shook her head. “It feels wrong. Don’t ask me why. I don’t even understand it myself.” Her eyes drifted shut. “This is so fucking hard, August.”

      I didn’t know if she was talking about us, this conversation, or life. All the above, I guess. “I know. I know it is, Nic. But just say it. Tell me what you need to say, and we’ll deal with it.”

      She nodded. “You know I’m so bad at letting go. But I have to let you go, August.” She looked down at the coffee in her hands and then at me. “I have to make some tough decisions, and I can’t do it with you in my life. It just wouldn’t be fair.”

      This wasn’t the time to question what was fair and what wasn’t. None of this was fair.

      I knew she was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Had known it all along. But that didn’t make it hurt any less.

      If she was terrible at letting go, I was even worse at being left behind.

      I didn’t need a shrink to tell me I had abandonment issues. If I stopped to analyze my choices, I’d recognize that they weren’t the smartest ones.

      I’d fallen in love with two women in my life.

      The first one left me for another man. Although she’d argue it wasn’t like that, I’d call bullshit.

      The second time I’d fallen in love, I chose a woman who could never be mine.

      The fact that I’d gone into it knowing the deal and was fully aware of the consequences just went to show that I needed to have my fucking head examined.

      But a voice in my head told me this didn’t have to mean forever.

      Despite the shitty timing and circumstances, I knew in my gut that Nicola and I belonged together.

      This woman was practically made for me. She was so perfect for me that I couldn’t imagine a life with anyone but her.

      Falling in love with her was probably the easiest thing I’d ever done in my entire fucking life. And I wasn’t prepared to let her go without a fight.

      “I’ll wait for you,” I said. “You’re worth it, Nicola. Nothing has ever felt this right. So go do whatever you need to do. And when you’re ready, I’ll be waiting for you.”

      She set down her coffee and angled her body toward me. “You’d really do that? You’d wait for me?”

      Her tone was a mixture of hopefulness and disbelief. At least, that’s what I heard. “I’ll wait for as long as it takes.” I’d gotten pretty damn good at waiting.

      “I… you have no idea how much I want to say yes.”

      “So just say it.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and let it out, her shoulders sagging. “I can’t. I can’t do that to you. You’ve spent so many years not really living. I can’t hold you back from having a life.”

      “You want me to have a life without you? Is that what you’re saying?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “Yes.”

      “Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t love me.”

      Her eyes opened, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “Can’t you see? That’s why I’m doing this. It would be selfish of me to ask you to wait for me.”

      I got out of my seat and leaned against the banister in front of her. “You haven’t asked. I’m offering. I’m telling you this is what I want.”

      She rose from her chair, and I almost smiled when I saw the spark in her eyes like she was ready to fight me. “And I’m just supposed to go along with it?”

      I shrugged. “Pretty much.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      There was so much sorrow and pain on her face that it sliced right through me. And I knew. On top of everything else she had to deal with, she couldn’t shoulder the burden of knowing I’d be waiting for her.

      “If we’d met under different circumstances, if I was free to love you the way you deserve, wild horses wouldn’t drag me away,” she said. “I would never leave you, August Harper. You’d be stuck with me.”

      Tears poured down her cheeks, and it damn near broke my fucking heart.

      I pulled her into my arms and held her.

      “I never used to cry this much,” she said, her voice muffled as her tears soaked the cotton of yet another of my t-shirts.

      “A few tears don’t scare me.”

      “Tough guy, huh?”

      “You know it, baby.”

      She pulled back, and I brushed her tears away with the pads of my thumbs.

      “We met in an impossible place,” she said, grabbing my face in both hands. “And I need you to… I just need to know that you’ll be okay.”

      What was the definition of okay?

      I took a few deep breaths. It was my job to make this easier for Nicola instead of harder.

      If the circumstances were different, I’d argue with her. Tell her that I wasn’t going to desert her. That she didn’t have to do this alone. I’d be there for her every step of the way.

      But when you love someone, you have to know when it’s time to fight for them and when it’s time to set them free.

      When you love someone, you have to find it in your heart to do what is best for them. To be the bigger man.

      Even when it hurt.

      Especially when it hurt.

      So I held her, stroking her hair, and she rested her head on my shoulder. We stayed like that for a few long moments, and even though she wasn’t gone yet, my life already felt so much emptier without her.

      She pulled away and pressed her palm against my heart. “I’m sorry for messing up everything and dragging you into my screwed-up life… God, how could I do this to you?”

      “Hey.” I grasped her chin, forcing her to meet my eyes. “I’m a big boy, and there were two of us in this relationship. I’ll be fine. You just look after yourself, and don’t worry about me.”

      “You see? You make it so impossible.” She fisted my t-shirt like she never wanted to let me go. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For being you. You’re a good man, August Harper. The best of the best.”

      “It’s been my privilege loving you, Honey Bun.”

      “Oh, God.” Her voice cracked. “You’re going to make me cry again.”

      I turned her around and gave her a little nudge. “Go. I’ll take care of the restaurant.”

      She hesitated, but then she nodded, and I watched her walk away.

      When she was gone, I turned to face the ocean and took deep breaths.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      Being the bigger man did not come without a price.
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        * * *

      

      Staying busy helped.

      While Nicola took some time away from the kitchen, leaving me in charge, Luca became my righthand man, and I did some shuffling. I moved Miguel to the sauté station and Hannah to the fish station.

      I gave Jayden from the dish room a trial shift on the line. Then I unofficially hired him when he proved eager to learn and excited about the opportunity.

      The kitchen was in pretty good shape when Nicola returned to work the following week.

      Nicola and I were another story.

      No matter how much we tried to pretend we could continue working together, it proved to be a problem.

      We couldn’t go back to being just friends.

      We couldn’t act like we’d never meant more to each other than just a casual hookup.

      And I already knew that she couldn’t make the tough decisions with me in her life.

      So I waited another two weeks, and when I was confident that her kitchen would run smoothly without me, I quit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      August was waiting for me outside the service entrance, leaning against the wall in our unofficial meeting spot. He wore jeans, a black hoodie, and motorcycle boots.

      Not the Blundstone boots and cargo pants he wore for work.

      My first thought was: God, he’s so hot.

      My next thought was: He’s leaving me.

      My footsteps slowed. As if by walking slowly enough, I could give August time to change his mind and stay.

      When I stopped in front of him, his eyes flitted over my face before he spoke. “I’m leaving.”

      Just like that. No hemming and hawing. He just ripped off the Band-Aid.

      Was that supposed to make it hurt less?

      I opened my mouth to speak, then shut it again and chewed on my lip, casting around for the right words.

      Please don’t go.

      I need you.

      If you leave, all the magic will be gone.

      But I had no right to ask him to stay, and I didn’t want to make this more difficult for him.

      I was the one who ended things. I was the one who told him not to wait for me.

      So what had I really expected him to do?

      I gave him up because I loved him. And I broke my own heart in the process.

      Now I had to deal with the consequences of my actions, and I didn’t feel prepared to do that.

      My life was already so much emptier without him. But I couldn’t imagine this kitchen without him.

      My eyes met his, and I felt like I was drowning in his sea greens. “But where will you go?” I finally asked. “What will you do now?”

      He bent his knee and planted his booted foot on the wall, his gaze drifting to the distant cliffs. “I have a few other options.”

      Was he lying? Was he just trying to make me feel better?

      I couldn’t tell because his face was devoid of expression.

      Which, to be honest, was the face he’d shown me for the past two weeks.

      Cruz was out of the woods now, and although I knew what I had to do, I hadn’t taken the steps to ‘make it happen’ as Dylan had said all those months ago.

      I don’t know what I was waiting for. Maybe it had something to do with August. We weren’t sleeping together anymore but working together was hard, so I understood why he was quitting.

      Sometimes I’d catch myself staring at his mouth, longing to feel his lips pressed against mine and his arms wrapped around me.

      I’d catch myself moving closer to him when he came to stand next to me at the pass. And then I’d have to sidestep to put distance between us. Whenever our arms brushed or we stood too close, I still felt that magnetic force field around us. Like I couldn’t help but be drawn to him.

      But it wasn’t only the physical closeness that I missed.

      August was the first person I wanted to talk to when I was having a good day, a bad day, or an in-between day.

      August had become my person.

      Now we were trying to let go, and it was even more difficult than I’d imagined.

      I wasn’t ready. I wanted more time. “You don’t have to leave,” I said, unable to keep the desperation out of my voice. “You can stay. We can figure something out. It will get easier over time, and we’ll—”

      “Nicola.” He pushed his hand through his hair and looked up at the sky before his gaze met mine. “It won’t get easier. I can’t keep working for you. It’s not gonna work, babe.”

      I knew he was right. Logically, I understood. But my heart had never been logical.

      “Luca is ready to take my place. So you won’t be alone,” he said, his voice soft. And I remembered that first night when he said I was an island. On my own with no support.

      Until he came along and changed the entire dynamic.

      “Luca’s good,” he said. “He’s ready for the responsibility.”

      “Luca?” I asked as if I didn’t know who Luca was. “You really think he’s ready?”

      “Yeah, I do. I think he’ll surprise you.”

      But he’s not you.

      I swallowed. I didn’t want to let him go, but I couldn’t stop him from leaving.

      He was doing exactly as I’d asked. Moving on without me. So I said the only thing I could. The truth. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

      He gave me a smile that reminded me of the time he’d reassured Sage about the trip to Hawaii, even though his heart was breaking at the thought of losing his son. “You’re going to be just fine. You won’t even know I’m gone.”

      I almost laughed because that was ridiculous. “The kitchen will feel empty without you. Because you’re so big. You take up so much space.” Not only in the kitchen, either. There was a hole in my heart that would never be filled.

      He pulled me close and kissed my forehead before he released me all too quickly. “I’ll be cheering from the sidelines when they award you that Michelin star,” he said, and then he walked away, right out of my life.

      I sagged against the wall, deflated and beaten, and watched him go. I wanted to call after him. Beg him to come back. Ask him to wait for me like he’d offered to do.

      But I couldn’t. It wasn’t fair to him. So I let him go, my heart so heavy I could barely breathe.

      I tipped my head back and looked up at the sky, not the least bit surprised that it was gray and cloudy.

      August took the sun with him.

      How many times could one heart break?

      “What’s up?” Luca asked, stopping in front of me. I hadn’t even heard him.

      I heaved out a sigh. “August quit.”

      “Yeah, I pretty much saw that coming. I’m ready to step into his shoes.” He rubbed his hands together, excited by the prospect. Just as I’d offered him the job.

      “Did you hear me?” I snapped. “August quit.”

      “Yeah, I heard you. We all knew it was coming.” He shrugged. “I’m just surprised he stayed this long.”

      What was it with my kitchen staff? They must have had a field day gossiping over this.

      “I’ll miss him,” Luca said. “But he’s been training me for the job for a while now.”

      I didn’t even bother commenting on that or asking how long this training had been going on. I was too crushed to really care. “You’ll have to prove yourself first. It’s not a given that you’re getting his job.”

      “It pretty much is.” He puffed out his chest. “I’m the best you’ve got.”

      I snorted. “No wonder your head is so big. You have to make room for that giant ego of yours.”

      “My head isn’t big. It’s perfectly proportioned to my Adonis-like body.”

      I sighed.

      Dealing with my brother as my new righthand man would require all my patience. Hopefully, we’d make it through the night without killing each other.

      He went inside, but I stayed at my post leaning against the wall, remembering the first night August had shown up here. The night I found out he was ‘Pistachio Guy.’

      “You’re not so easy to forget.”

      And I thought the same thing now as I did then.

      Neither are you, August Harper. Neither are you.

      It wouldn’t be the same without him.

      Nothing would be the same without August.
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      Nicola

      December

      

      “I want to spend some time alone with him,” Dylan said when he entered the room. “And why the fuck are you playing Christmas music?”

      I didn’t respond or make a move. No way I was leaving Cruz’s side. They told me he would feel no pain. They assured me they would make him as comfortable as possible.

      But what did doctors really know? What did anyone know unless they’d experienced it themselves?

      If only the dead could speak. If only they could share their stories about the afterlife.

      It could help the living. It could give us peace and help us to let them go.

      But death was the great unknown.

      No matter how many people were gathered around you when you took your final breath, you still had to face death alone.

      How unfair. How cruel.

      Some days I wished that I could join Cruz.

      I wanted to go wherever he went. Find him in the next life.

      But I was a survivor, still stubbornly clinging to this life.

      The Christmas music, though? That was a bad call. When “All I Want For Christmas Is You” started playing from the portable speaker on Cruz’s bedside table, I wanted to hunt down Justin Bieber and plant my fist in his face.

      But I wanted to make this Christmas season like all the ones we’d spent together. Cruz used to laugh when I started playing Christmas music the day after Thanksgiving, which was when I always insisted on putting up the tree and decorating the house. When we took it down in January, the floor was a carpet of pine needles.

      Cruz indulged me, though. He always said I was like a big kid at Christmas, and just seeing how happy it made me was all the incentive he needed to go along with it.

      “Nic. Give me some time alone with him,” Dylan said.

      When I refused to move or acknowledge his request, he lifted me out of my chair and set me on my feet.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I hissed.

      He scowled, losing patience with me. “I’m trying to get you to leave so I can spend time with my best friend. Alone.”

      “You want me to leave?” I asked as the door opened and Scarlett entered.

      “Go home.” Dylan turned me toward the door and gave me a nudge. “Take a shower. Eat something, for fuck’s sake. And take your Christmas music with you.”

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” Scarlett said, her voice hushed. For some reason, she spoke in a hushed tone whenever she was in Cruz’s room. I don’t know why. Maybe she was worried she would upset him by raising her voice to a normal speaking level.

      “Go with her, Scarlett,” Dylan said. “Take her home.”

      “But…” Scarlett looked from her husband to me.

      I spun to face him. He was guarding Cruz’s bed, arms crossed over his chest, making it clear that I’d have to get through him to get to Cruz. “I’m not leaving.” I lurched toward the chair I’d been sitting in for the past week. He kicked it aside, toppling it over.

      “Sometimes you’re such an asshole,” I said. “You can’t kick me out. I need to be here.” We were acting like kindergarteners, but Dylan wasn’t playing nice. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my sweater, feeling panicky about leaving Cruz.

      Dylan let out an exasperated breath. “Stop being so damn stubborn. You look like shit, and you don’t smell much better. You’ve barely left this room in a week. You need to take a fucking break. Don’t make me physically remove you from this room.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Why had I even said that? Because, of course, he would. This was Dylan St. Clair.

      “Watch me.” He advanced on me, ready to remove me from my husband’s room.

      “Okay, okay.” I held up my hands in surrender. “I’ll go. Just let me say goodbye.”

      He stepped aside to let me pass with a look of resignation. As if he was doing me a big favor.

      I leaned over Cruz and cradled his face in my hands. If I could breathe new life into him, I would do it. I would do anything to make this better. But all I could do was sit by his bedside, watching and waiting for the horrible moment he left me.

      Although, as I’d learned, there were worse fates than death.

      I had to believe that this was a mercy killing, as Dylan had called it. I thought we’d have more time. I hadn’t expected to get the okay signal so quickly, but it felt like no sooner had I submitted the request when I received a letter that it had been approved.

      “I love you, Cruz Vega,” I whispered. “I love you now and forever. Nothing will ever change that. I’ll be back soon,” I assured him. “I’m only leaving for a little while.”

      I pulled away and took a final look, and, at that moment, I didn’t see the man lying on his deathbed. Instead, I saw the man I’d fallen in love with.

      I saw his soul, and I saw it with such blinding clarity that for a moment, I stood transfixed, too awestruck to move.

      It was so beautiful. Like him. My first true love. I caressed his cheek before turning and walking to the door.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I told Dylan.

      He nodded once. I had no idea what he would say to Cruz. But I gave them time alone and walked down the hallway with Scarlett, past the Christmas tree in the foyer decked with multicolored lights and red, green, and gold baubles, and out into the chilly December air.

      It was only six o’clock, but the sky was so dark it could have been the middle of the night.

      “Give me your keys, Nic,” Scarlett said when we stopped next to my Jeep. “You’re in no condition to drive.”

      I found my keys at the bottom of my bag and turned them over without protest. My eyes were so bleary that the Christmas lights wrapped around the trunk of the palm tree blurred into one.

      We rode in silence, but my thoughts were loud.

      For the past week, we’d all been watching over Cruz. Now that the end was near, his room was a revolving door of friends and family. Belinda came yesterday. Drunk as usual. But I didn’t say anything. I just stepped aside and let her say goodbye to the son she’d neglected for most of his life.

      Funny how she’d suddenly realized what she was losing when it was too late to make amends.

      Luca spent some time with Cruz, as did Ari and a few of Cruz’s friends.

      Frankie was notably absent.

      My parents came. Only once. Five days ago.

      After their visit, they’d dragged me into the hallway and told me in no uncertain terms how they felt about my decision.

      In a nutshell, they said I was wrong. That I had no right to play God. I’d remained mute, too tired to argue with them. Of course, I disagreed, but they were entitled to their own opinion. Surprisingly, I hadn’t cried once in the past week. Maybe all my tears had been used up.

      I’d wrestled with this decision for so long that I knew it was right when it finally came time to make it.

      I finally decided to let Cruz go two years and eight months later than I should have. I did it because I loved him. And it took a lot of soul-searching to get to that place. So I didn’t owe my parents an explanation until I was ready to give it to them.

      “I’ll order some food while you’re in the shower,” Scarlett said when we walked into my dark, empty house.

      I didn’t tell her that I wasn’t hungry. Or that food tasted like ash and sorrow.
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      Nicola

      Dylan was waiting for us in the hallway, outside Cruz’s door, when we returned.

      My footsteps faltered.

      With one look at his face, I knew.

      “No…” I shook my head. “No.”

      He bowed his head, not meeting my eye. “I’m sorry, Nic.”

      We were gone an hour. One hour.

      A wail ripped from my throat. It didn’t even sound human. Dylan caught me in his arms before my knees hit the floor and pulled me against him. I broke free and unleashed all my anger on him. “How could you send me away? I wasn’t there for him. I didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      Dylan pulled me against his chest again, and all the fight drained from my body. I sagged against him. “What happened?” I whispered.

      “Cruz was ready to go,” he said. “But he couldn’t do it with you there. I swear on my life he knew, Nic. He waited until you were gone. And when his time came, he looked so peaceful. He knew it was right.”

      I shook my head. “But I wasn’t there for him.”

      “Hey. Listen to me. You were there for him in ways that no marriage should ever be tested. You were with him through it all. So don’t think for one minute that he didn’t know how fucking much you loved him. Don’t you ever think that. He. Knew.”

      It didn’t seem real.

      “I need to see him.”

      Dylan stepped aside, and I entered Cruz’s room for the last time. The air had shifted. It felt different already.

      He wasn’t alone. Two nurses were in the room, and it looked like they were about to bathe him. His eyes were closed, and he could have almost been sleeping. Dylan was right. For the first time in nearly three years, Cruz looked at peace.

      The nurses saw me hovering in the doorway and offered their condolences before they slipped out of the room. When they were gone and I was alone with my husband, I moved farther into the room and stood next to his bed.

      I don’t know what made me do it, but I checked the pulse in his neck. And then I put my hand over his heart to confirm that it was no longer beating.

      I sank into the chair, my legs too shaky to hold me up.

      It was a relief to know he wasn’t in any pain. But God, it hurt so much for the ones he left behind.

      “You will be so missed,” I said. “You gave me the best decade of my life. The very best. And I pray to all the saints that you’re in a better place. Because this world was a much better place with you in it. And I will take you with me wherever I go. You will always be in my heart. Always.”

      It didn’t matter that he was gone and couldn’t hear me. I just needed to say the words.

      I sat alone, undisturbed. The room so quiet. The air so still.

      My eyes dry.

      My heart broken.

      I don’t know how long I was sitting there when I heard the door creak open. I didn’t turn around to see who it was. Maybe Dr. Marcus had come to kick me out. Or Dylan trying to drag me away.

      Whoever had come into the room didn’t make a sound and didn’t come any closer, but I could feel their presence.

      Finally, I looked over my shoulder.

      Frankie was leaning against the door, her eyes on her brother. She crept closer. Her footsteps were soundless. As if she was worried about waking Cruz from a deep sleep.

      There were so many things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t find the right words, so I remained silent. She wasn’t here for me. She was here to say goodbye to her brother.

      I owed her a few final moments alone with him.

      So, as much as it killed me to leave Cruz, I did. He wasn’t here anyway. His soul had left his body.

      Scarlett, Dylan, and Rio were talking quietly in the hallway when I closed the door. Scarlett broke away from the men, walked over to me, and wrapped her arms around me. We held on tight without saying a word.

      We didn’t let go until Frankie walked out of Cruz’s room only a few minutes later, and I pulled away from Scarlett. I opened my mouth to speak, but Frankie held up her hand to stop me.

      “I’m glad you finally put him out of his misery,” she told me. “But I still don’t forgive you.”

      She turned and walked away, and I swallowed the apology on the tip of my tongue.

      Rio wrapped his arm around her shoulders and ushered her down the hallway. I watched them go. Frankie, so fierce and proud, still holding a grudge, she’d probably take to her grave. I silently mourned our lost relationship.

      As the door was closing behind them, Rio glanced over his shoulder. Our eyes met, and he tipped his chin. Maybe he was letting me know that he’d look after her. At least I knew she wouldn’t be alone.

      “Ready?” Dylan asked.

      I nodded. There was nothing left to do except go home and try to figure out how to live without the man I’d loved so dearly.

      Ultimately, all it took for Cruz to leave this world was for me to release my grip and let him go.

      Scarlett and I were quiet on the drive to my house, both lost in our thoughts. The scenery passed by in a blur, and I was almost shocked when I saw that we were parked in my driveway.

      “I should have been with him,” I whispered into the darkness.

      “You were. You were with him for all the things that mattered most. And he knows. He knows how fucking much you loved him. He knows.” Her voice cracked on the words.

      It was a good thing we were parked in my driveway because my best friend broke down and sobbed. It was the first time I’d seen her do it since Cruz’s attack. Maybe she’d done it privately. I don’t know. But never in front of me.

      I circled the hood and pulled her out of the driver’s seat and into my arms.

      She fell apart in my driveway two weeks before Christmas. It was like a dam broke, and her tears flowed like a river. I wondered if I still had any tears left to shed.

      I held her until she stopped shaking and her tears dried, then stepped aside when Dylan wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close to his side. He wiped her tears away and kissed the top of her head. “You okay, Starlet?”

      She nodded, her smile watery. “I’m sorry,” she told me, her voice shaky. “I’m supposed to be comforting you.”

      “You did, and you have been. Don’t be sorry. I’m not the only one who lost Cruz.”

      I knew that I wasn’t done grieving. Maybe I hadn’t even started yet.

      But I was ready to sit with my pain. To really feel it, to live and breathe it, and hopefully, the day would come when I could let it all go.

      “Let’s go inside, and I can make us some tea or… hot chocolate, maybe? Whatever you want, Nic,” Scarlett said.

      I shook my head. “Go home and give those gorgeous girls a hug.”

      “We’re not going to leave you alone.” She looked horrified at the thought.

      “Whatever you want,” Dylan told me. “We’ll do whatever you need.”

      “I just need to be alone.”

      Scarlett’s brow furrowed. “But… are you sure? No. No way. I can’t just leave you like this. I don’t want you to be alone. We’re staying. Or I’ll stay. Dylan, you can pick up the girls from Remy’s—”

      “No,” I said firmly, then softened my voice. “Really. I want you to go. I want to be alone.”

      She hesitated, not wanting to leave me, and looked to Dylan for backup. He studied my face. “You’re sure this is what you want?”

      “Positive.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “But if you need us, call. For anything. No matter what time it is, you can always call.”

      “We’re here for you,” Scarlett said. “So please… just reach out. And I’ll check on you tomorrow, okay?”

      I nodded as I turned and walked away.

      All I wanted was to be alone.
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      August

      Today’s forecast: cloudy with a chance of rain and a double dose of heartache.

      “Here. Try this,” I urged Sage.

      Sage looked at it skeptically. “What is it?”

      “What does it look like?”

      “A burger?” Sage asked.

      “Of course, it’s a burger. Kobe beef.”

      He took it from my hand and lifted the bun. “But where’s the ketchup?”

      “No ketchup. It’s aioli. An emulsion of olive oil and garlic… just try it, would you?”

      “Why does the bun look weird?”

      “It’s brioche.”

      “What’s the white stuff?”

      “Cheddar. Just eat the damn thing,” I grumbled.

      “Okay. Fine.” He side-eyed me. “But if it tastes like that poo you tried to feed me last week, I’m spitting it out,” he warned.

      “I never fed you poo.”

      “That’s what it looked like. And it tasted like ass.”

      “What the hell? You can’t say words like that.”

      He shrugged. “That’s what Dylan said.”

      Dylan. Funny how Nicola’s friends had become my friends, too. Worlds colliding. No matter how much I tried not to think about her, there were constant reminders.

      Her spare toothbrush next to mine in the holder. Her shampoo and conditioner in my shower. A t-shirt she’d left on the hook of my bathroom door. A paperback on my coffee table.

      One night she’d read the sex scenes aloud, and we’d reenacted them.

      Last month, I found her black lace panties jammed behind the sofa cushion along with the silk tie she’d blindfolded me with to do a blind tasting.

      I threw all her stuff in a box that I jammed into my closet. I kept thinking I should leave it on her doorstep, but two months later, it was still in my closet, collecting dust.

      I watched Sage take a bite of the burger and chew, then waited for his opinion. This was what it had come to. Relying on my eight-year-old kid’s verdict of whether my burgers were better than a goddamn Happy Meal.

      Sage gave me a thumbs-up and flopped into the driver’s seat, sitting sideways so he could watch me prepare the sauces for today’s menu.

      “You can serve this,” he said, taking another big bite. “Gold star.”

      “Thanks. Appreciate the support. But it was going on today’s menu whether you liked it or not.”

      “Do you think you’ll get a big line today?” he asked, swinging his feet back and forth while he ate. He wore a Santa hat, a red surfing Santa hoodie, and green sweatpants. He looked like one of Santa’s little elves.

      A few weeks ago, he hung out in the food truck with me and wrote his Christmas list. It was longer than my arm. But other than a new surfboard that I’d asked Shane to make for him, Sage didn’t ask for toys or anything like that.

      Nope. Not my kid. Instead, he asked for the things that could make a grown man cry. Me. I was the grown man.

      His list went something like this:

      Dear Santa,

      Can you please make sure my little brother’s heart is good and strong? He’s so small, and I kind of want to have him around for a long time.

      And can you bring my dad something to make him happy? Like Nicola did.

      There was more to it, but this kid… he sure as hell knew how to tug at the old heartstrings.

      “Guess we’ll see,” I said in answer to his question.

      I tasted the spicy mango glaze for the wings and added more honey. Then whipped up the habanero mayo.

      Thanks to Ari’s social media skills, I’d had long lines from the day I opened this food truck.

      I was a one-man show. A nomadic chef on wheels.

      My menu changed almost daily. As did my location. Today I had a spot in front of an office building across from the marina.

      My daily dose of Nicola came from her brother, who climbed into the truck and fist-bumped Sage. “Hey, little buddy. What you got there?”

      “Here. Try it.” Sage held his burger up for Luca, who leaned down and took a big bite.

      “Shit. That’s good.”

      “Watch the language,” I said half-heartedly while I prepared my shrimp empanadas.

      “You need some help?” Luca asked, coming to stand next to me. He picked up a container and gave it a sniff. “Is that ceviche?”

      I side-eyed him. “Don’t you have a restaurant to run?”

      “Yeah. Just wanted to stop by and say hi.” He sighed, tasted my ceviche, and sighed again, then leaned his hip against the metal counter, watching me chop chilis.

      It was an invitation, a silent plea. Ask me about Nicola.

      For the past two months, I’d tried to shove thoughts of her out of my head. Big surprise that it never worked.

      If I had a penny for every time I thought about her in a day, I’d have enough to get out of this food truck and open my own restaurant.

      I didn’t want to ask, but the masochist in me prevailed. “Okay, I’ll bite. How is she?”

      He shook his head and let out another weary sigh. “I think she’s losing it, man.”

      Nicola carried a lot of guilt. So I knew this had to be ripping her apart and weighing heavy on her shoulders. “Can you blame her?”

      “Guess not,” Luca said with another sigh. “But she’s been coming to work and acting like nothing is wrong. She’s been working non-stop since the day after she lost him. Tell me that’s not freaky.”

      I kept my mouth shut, but I knew work was her coping mechanism.

      “I don’t even think she’s sleeping,” he continued. “Last night, I got up to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, and I heard noises from downstairs, so I went to investigate. She was making sugar cookies. Like, dozens of them. When I asked her why she was making sugar cookies in the middle of the night, she said, ‘It’s a Christmas tradition. Cruz and I always make them before Christmas.’ Like, what the fuck, man? It’s like she’s pretending that Cruz is away on a business trip and he’ll be home soon.”

      What the hell was I supposed to do about any of this?

      I was the jilted lover. Couldn’t anyone see that I was the wrong person to confide in?

      But no. Luca kept talking like this was a therapy session, and I was the man who would help Nicola face reality and mourn the death of her husband.

      “She had a big fight with our parents when they insisted on planning a funeral for Cruz, and now she’s refusing to speak to them.”

      He went on and on until finally, after he’d gotten it all off his chest, he clapped me on the shoulder and said, “Thanks for listening, man. Gotta run.”

      Yeah, you do that. Take off and leave me holding the baggage.
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        * * *

      

      Armed with a travel mug of coffee, I flicked off the headlights and leaned back, getting comfortable. My eyes never strayed from her window.

      No idea why I was parked in front of her house in the middle of the night.

      Or what I thought I’d accomplish by keeping a silent vigil.

      But here I was.

      Watching over her from afar. Wishing that every damn thing could have been different.

      I wished she didn’t have to go through something so painful.

      I wished that I’d never let her go.

      And then had to remind myself that she’d never really been mine.

      But like a fool, I was still waiting. Wishing. Hoping.

      Love is a funny thing. It doesn’t disappear just because the person isn’t in your life anymore.

      If the heart is a muscle, mine was getting a grueling workout.

      Because I swear to God, it was still beating for her.
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      Nicola

      I stared at my bedroom ceiling, contemplating love and loss and this crazy thing called life. Which led me to think about death. The finality of it. The part I’d played in helping Cruz to die.

      A thought had prodded the back of my mind ever since the night he passed away. Now it pushed to the forefront.

      I’d left Dylan alone with Cruz for one hour. Was it a coincidence that he’d died on Dylan’s watch?

      Cruz’s heart was strong. And it wasn’t that I wanted to prolong his misery. Quite the opposite. It had been a long, grueling week of waiting and agonizing. But the doctor had explicitly told me it could take up to two weeks, so I found it strange that Cruz had gone so suddenly.

      I snatched up my phone without checking the time and turned it on. Ignoring all the missed messages, I swiped my thumb over the screen and held the phone to my ear.

      Dylan answered on the second ring. “You good?”

      Was I good? Not even close. But I ignored his question and asked one of my own. “What really happened, Dylan? Did he just… how did it happen?”

      He didn’t miss a beat. “The same way it’s going to happen for all of us. His heart stopped beating.”

      I wished I could see his face, but with Dylan, I doubt it would have helped. His face rarely gave anything away. “Just like that.”

      “Just like that. It was quick and painless. Just the way we all wanted it to be for him.”

      Just the way we all wanted it to be for him. I was silent for a few moments, processing his words. And that was when I really suspected that he’d helped his friend die. “Dylan—”

      He cut me off. “Stop questioning everything, Nic. It was his time. Simple as that.”

      Did I believe him? No.

      Did I blame him? I wasn’t sure.

      On the one hand, I’d been cheated out of spending Cruz’s final moments with him.

      But on the other hand, if Dylan had done what I suspected, he saved his friend from going through more of the hell he was in.

      And wasn’t that what love was all about?

      “Nic? You still there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here. I have to go. Send my love to Scarlett and the kids….”

      “Hang on. Do you need anything?”

      “No. But thanks.” I cut the call before he could say more, turned off my phone again, and tossed it on the bedside table.

      Then I went back to staring at the ceiling, contemplating love in all its many facets.

      Sometimes love was about grand gestures. But, more often, it was in the little things you do for someone.

      It’s in the morning coffee you serve them.

      The quiet walks on the beach.

      The nights you hold each other close.

      The days you’re feeling low, they snuggle on the couch with you and watch your favorite movies for the millionth time without complaining.

      It’s stocking the pantry with their favorite snacks and ensuring they have enough beer for poker night with the guys.

      It’s cheering for the Lakers when you’re not a basketball fan.

      It’s laughing at the same jokes and listening to the same stories you’ve heard a hundred times but still finding them funny and interesting.

      It's all the seemingly inconsequential things you do to show the person that they are number one. They matter. They’re important. They’re your world. Your entire universe.

      Cruz and I did all those little things and the big ones, too.

      So, I had no regrets. Because I showed up. I was there for everything that mattered most when he was still here to appreciate it.

      That was what mattered. That was what counted most.

      And if Dylan had taken it upon himself to end his best friend’s suffering, who was I to tell him he was wrong?

      Everything we’d done was in the name of love.

      My ears perked up when I heard the distinctive rumbling of a car engine. Not a car. A pickup. Peaches.

      I rolled off my bed, crept to the window, and pushed the blind aside.

      I pressed my palm against the windowpane and stared out into the darkness, barely able to make out the silhouette of his truck in the moonlight. It was partially hidden by the bare branches of a tree.

      But I knew it was him.

      My heart stuttered, and then it took flight.

      He was here.

      For the past two months, I’d tried to shove him out of my mind and heart.

      Despite my best intentions, it didn’t always work.

      Now I was seized by a need so strong. To see him. To hear his voice. To be close to him again.

      Without stopping to think, I grabbed a pair of sneakers from my closet, jammed my feet into them, and pulled a beanie over my head.

      Then I raced down the stairs, burst out the door, and ran down the driveway.

      My heart was racing, and my limbs were shaky as I rounded the hood to the passenger side and flung open the door.

      I slid onto the bench seat, pulled the door closed then slumped against the seat.

      I was panting, trying to catch my breath.

      He was watching me like he wasn’t sure how to act or what to say. Then, his gaze flitted over my outfit—my husband’s sweatpants and Lakers hoodie, thick fuzzy Christmas socks, and a gray beanie.

      I probably looked deranged, and I’d obviously taken him by surprise. Chances were, he hadn’t expected me to come outside and jump into his truck.

      It smelled like coffee and like August. Sandalwood and citrus. Warm and masculine. I was dizzy from it. “Why are you sitting outside my house?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t have a fucking clue.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and squinted into the distance. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay, I guess.”

      My heart squeezed. August was still trying to protect me, even from afar. “And you thought you could do that from inside your truck?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe I just wanted you to know I’m here if you need me.”

      “And here I am. In your truck.”

      “Here you are.” He took a swig of coffee and passed the travel mug to me.

      I wrapped my hands around it and took a sip. The coffee tasted bitter on my tongue. I took another sip and passed it back to him.

      “I miss you,” I said, pulling the sweatshirt sleeves over my hands. “And I love you. I’ve loved you all along.”

      I waited for him to speak, but he was quiet for so long that I almost wondered if I’d said the words aloud or just thought them in my head. Finally, he sighed. “What am I supposed to do with that information, Nicola?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything.” I leaned back against the seat, facing forward, and wrapped my arms around myself. “I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

      “Do you need me to tell you who you are?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just… trying to figure out how to do this. It still doesn’t feel real,” I admitted. Since the night Cruz died, I hadn’t shed a single tear.

      August didn’t say anything, and I was glad about it. I didn’t need to hear I’m sorry from another person. I was tired of hearing those words.

      Instead of speaking, he reached for my hand and held it in his big warm, calloused one.

      I took a deep breath and let it out. It felt like the first time I’d been able to breathe in weeks.

      It was funny. When I first met August, I thought he sucked all the oxygen out of the room. Now I felt like I didn’t even know how to breathe without him.

      I wanted to crawl across the seat and climb into his lap. Press my cheek against his chest and my hand over his heart to feel the strong and steady beat under my fingertips. Press my face against the side of his neck and breathe him in.

      But I stayed where I was and looked down at our joined hands.

      “Can you take me somewhere?”

      He let go of my hand and gripped the steering wheel. “Why? Because you need a distraction?”

      I nodded slowly. “I need a distraction. And you’re the only person I actually want to be with.”

      “Lucky me,” he deadpanned, but he turned the key in the ignition, and the engine roared to life. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Anywhere. I just want to be with you.” I knew I sounded unhinged. But I didn’t have the energy to care.

      “Fasten your seat belt,” August said.

      When I did as he’d asked, he pulled onto the road and started driving.

      “Where are we going?” I asked a little while later.

      “To a place you’ll either love. Or curse me for bringing you there.”

      I looked over at him and studied his profile. “There’s no in-between with us, is there?”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”
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      Nicola

      I understood what August meant when I figured out where we were. Brea’s Eagle Hills neighborhood. My father used to bring us to see the Christmas lights every year, and years later, Cruz and I always made a pilgrimage to see them.

      I’d mentioned it once and told August that Sage would love it. He thought it was funny that I was talking about Christmas in July.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I asked as he drove at a sloth’s speed.

      “Nostalgia.”

      “Nostalgia?”

      He shrugged. “It might help kickstart the grieving process.”

      Kickstart. What a funny choice of words. Hadn’t I been grieving for almost three years? “You’re an expert on grief now?”

      “No. But your friends and family are worried about you.”

      “Who have you spoken to?”

      “Luca. Ari. Scarlett.”

      “Do you guys have some kind of group chat set up?”

      He scoffed. “No. They stop by the food truck. I can’t get away from you if I try.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t really sound that sorry.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Sorry,” I said with a laugh.

      He pointed out the window. “Look at the lights, Nicola.”

      “I can’t.”

      He didn’t say anything. Instead, he drove so slowly that it would take us forever to get out of this neighborhood.

      Finally, I let my gaze drift to the window.

      A wave of sadness washed over me.

      Cruz and I used to bring hot chocolate with mini marshmallows and homemade sugar cookies, just like my family did. He loved my family’s traditions because he hadn’t grown up with any of his own, so he wanted to carry them on.

      I used to turn up the volume on the Christmas music and sing along.

      He never cared that I couldn’t carry a tune. He said my enthusiasm more than made up for my bad singing voice.

      But now he was gone, and we’d never get the chance to do all the things we’d planned.

      We’d never eat sugar cookies and drink hot chocolate together again.

      We’d never take that trip to Swedish Lapland to see the northern lights. He’d booked the trip as a Christmas surprise, planning and organizing it a year in advance.

      I looked at August, so patient and stoic behind the wheel. “He’s really gone,” I said as if the thought had just occurred to me.

      “Yeah, Nicola. He’s really gone.”

      And as if his confirmation was all I needed to believe it was true, I broke down and sobbed so hard I couldn’t breathe.

      I cried for Cruz. The tragedy of leaving this world too soon. And I cried for everything I’d lost.

      My first true love. Gone. I’d never see his face again. I’d never put up another Christmas tree with him again.

      Never laugh at his jokes.

      Never kiss his lips or hold his hand.

      I couldn’t even see the Christmas lights through my tears.

      The world looked dark and bleak, and everything felt meaningless.

      August pulled over and put the truck in park, and then he scooted over on the seat, pulled me into his arms, and held me. While I cried, he stroked my hair.

      And I thought, What had I done to deserve either of them?

      What fools we mere mortals were to fall in love.

      What was crazier than giving away your heart, knowing there was a real possibility that it would get broken?

      Everything felt so hopeless. The world cruel and unforgiving.

      And yet, life went on.

      And so did I.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      August 

      February

      

      “Can I help you?” a pretty brunette asked.

      “Yeah.” I blew air out of my cheeks. “I want to send flowers to someone.”

      She laughed. “Well, you’ve come to the right place.”

      “Yeah, looks that way. I’m not really a flower kind of guy.”

      “I can help with that. What’s the occasion?”

      What’s the occasion? Nicola’s restaurant had been awarded a Michelin star. That was the occasion.

      Like most things these days, it felt bittersweet.

      I was so fucking proud of her. There had never been a doubt that she would do what she’d set out to do.

      But there was a part of me, okay, a big part, that wished I could have been there to celebrate her achievement. That it could have been something we shared.

      But that ship had sailed, and now Nicola and I were just two people who used to love each other but were living separate lives.

      “Are the flowers for a special someone?” the salesgirl asked when I failed to answer the first question.

      “You could say that.” I wasn’t going out of my way to be difficult, but even that question was hard to answer.

      What was Nicola to me now?

      “Well, now we’re getting somewhere,” she said with a laugh. “Is it a woman? Or a man?”

      “A woman.”

      “Lucky girl.”

      Not so sure about that. I hadn’t seen Nicola since the night she broke down crying in my truck.

      She’d cried so much that she wore herself out and fell asleep on the bench seat on the drive back. I’d carried her into her house, up the stairs to her bedroom, tucked her into bed, and made sure she was okay before I took off.

      I couldn’t be in her life right now. It was just too fucking hard.

      As much as I wanted to help her through this, I couldn’t. She had to grieve her husband and mourn the loss in her own time and on her own terms.

      And as much as I wanted to be the bigger man, I was still in love with her.

      So I couldn’t be her crutch or her coping mechanism. I couldn’t be the man she turned to when she needed a distraction from the heavy shit she was dealing with.

      After that night, I told Luca I didn’t want to talk about Nicola and told Ari the same thing.

      Self-preservation.

      But Ari texted to let me know about the Michelin star. And even though I couldn’t be there for Nicola right now, I was still subconsciously waiting for her.

      For our someday. For a day in the future when we’d finally get our timing right.

      So here I was in a florist shop on Main Street, trying to decide what the appropriate bouquet for the occasion should look like.

      Pink? Yellow? Red? Clueless?

      “You know what?” I told the salesgirl. “I’m going to skip the flowers. But thanks for your time.”

      “Oh. Okay. Well… I’m happy to help if you change your mind.” She flashed me a smile that gave the impression we weren’t talking about flowers anymore.

      “Appreciate it. But I’m good.” Before things got even more awkward, I walked out of the shop and strode down the street to my parking space.

      Then I stopped short and stared through the window.

      Keep walking. Bad idea.

      Fuck it.

      This felt more like us, so I pushed through the door and made a beeline for the Sicilian pistachios. I grabbed the biggest bag they sold—five pounds—and carried it over to the counter. A kid who looked like he was still in high school rang up my purchase. I swiped my card over the machine and grabbed the bag, heading for the door just as a man walked in, the bell chiming to announce his presence.

      It had been years since I last saw him, but Antonio Benedetti hadn’t changed much. A large man with broad shoulders, thick black hair that had more gray in it now, and deep-set brown eyes the same shade as Nicola’s.

      What were the chances he’d recognize me? I hoped to make a speedy exit and avoid him, but he stopped short, blocking the door.

      His eyes darted from my face to the bag in my hand and then back to my face. “You still owe me for the pound of pistachios you stole.”

      I almost laughed.

      Guess the chances of him recognizing me were pretty good.

      “I’m happy to settle my debts.” I reached for my wallet. “How much do I owe you?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Stay away from my daughter, and we’ll call it even.”

      “She’s not sixteen anymore.” Not to mention this was the twenty-first century, not the nineteenth century.

      “No, she’s not.” He gave me a knowing look. “She’s a grieving widow. He was a good man.”

      The implication was clear. He was good, you’re not. “I’m sure he was.” I brushed past him and reached for the door, but he stopped me with his words.

      “I saw you with my daughter. Back in September.”

      I turned, hearing the accusation in his voice. “I used to work for your daughter, so we spent a lot of time together.”

      “Kissing in pickup trucks? Is that what you did with my daughter when you were supposed to be working?”

      I stopped myself from telling him that we’d done a hell of a lot more than just kissing. Didn’t think that would go over too well. “She’s a grown woman, and what she chooses to do with her time and who she chooses to do it with is none of your business.”

      “She was a married woman.”

      “Yes, she was. But her husband was no longer here. Was she supposed to stop living? Was she supposed to deny herself just a little bit of happiness? Life is hard enough without you making her feel guilty or judging her for her choices. She’s your daughter, and I’m sure you love her. So just let her be happy. It’s not for you to decide how she chooses to do that.”

      I yanked open the door and walked out.

      I didn’t end up giving her the pistachios.

      I didn’t text or call or do anything to acknowledge that her restaurant had been awarded the Michelin star.

      Instead, I drove to Chula Vista. Since I was on a roll, I might as well finish what I started.

      After I spoke to Frankie, getting nowhere, might I add, I told myself I was done worrying about Nicola. I vowed to not even think about her.

      Yeah, I was delusional.

      But bonus points for trying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola

      Dylan and Luca were adamant. Cruz would have wanted a party. So we had a bonfire party at the state beach. We brought coolers of beer and soda. Marshmallows for roasting. Cruz’s favorite foods. Wings, nachos, burgers, and hotdogs. And a tray of tacos, compliments of Rio, who had just arrived with Frankie.

      I wasn’t sure she would come. I’d left her voice messages and texts, but she never responded. When she arrived, Dylan took her aside, and they talked for a while. Now they were hugging, and she was smiling through her tears.

      I didn’t care if she ignored me all evening. All that mattered was that she was here.

      And as I looked around at all our friends and family, the kids running circles around the bonfire, and the adults talking and laughing, I knew that Cruz would have loved this.

      It was his kind of party. Good friends. Plenty of beer. And music blasting from portable speakers.

      He would have said, “This is what it’s all about. This is what makes life worth living.”

      My heart was full when my parents arrived with covered dishes of food.

      “Thank you for coming,” I said when I’d made my way over to them. I’d barely spoken to them since Christmas.

      My mother pulled me into her arms. “Oh, honey. We’re family. Of course, we’re here.”

      “Have a meatball,” my dad said. “Cruz always loved them.”

      “He did,” I said with a little laugh. “He loved your meatballs, Dad. And he loved you. Both of you.”

      “We were his family, too,” my mom said.

      “I know. And I’m sorry. I know you disagree with my choices. But the first choice I made… to keep him alive… was for me. It was selfish and wrong, and I—”

      “Don’t say that, Nicola,” my father said sternly. “It’s not our place to play God.”

      I knew that’s how they felt, but I couldn’t change their opinion, and I wasn’t even going to try. “Just let me finish. Please. When I chose to end his life, I didn’t make the decision lightly. I kept thinking… what would Cruz want? And I knew what he would have wanted. Cruz was a proud man, and I took away his dignity. I reduced him to a state where he was completely dependent on everyone around him. Babies can do more for themselves than he could. So, in the end, I wanted to give him back his dignity. To let him die with grace. On his own terms. In his own time. I did it out of love. It was the hardest decision I’d ever made in my life. But I know it was the right one. I hope you forgive me, but if you can’t, then your love is enough.”

      When I finished my little speech, they didn’t say a word.

      My mother wiped away her tears. My father cleared his throat, looking like he’d rather be anywhere other than here, having this conversation.

      Forgiveness, as I knew, took time. I’d said everything I needed to say, so I didn’t push for more.

      “Enjoy the party,” I said before I moved away to talk to some of the others. As if this was a wedding reception or a birthday celebration.

      But it was a celebration, wasn’t it?

      We were celebrating a life well lived.

      On a cold, clear winter’s night with flames from the bonfire lighting up the darkness, all the people I loved gathered on the beach to say their final goodbyes.

      Well, almost everyone.

      One was notably absent.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, after sharing stories about Cruz and laughing about happier times, we gathered at the water’s edge with our sky lanterns. We’d written our wishes and messages with markers on the thin white paper.

      I’d said all I needed to Cruz, so instead of words, I drew the infinity symbol on mine.

      We set light to them, and then we let them go.

      White paper lanterns drifted into the sky and flew over the ocean, lighting a trail to the heavens. It was so heartbreakingly beautiful. So poignant.

      I had loved, and I had lost. But I was still standing. I was still here celebrating this crazy thing called life.

      It didn’t feel like goodbye.

      It felt more like I’ll see you again in another life.

      I will find you, and we will laugh and smile and walk in the sun again.

      But I wasn’t ready to find him yet. I still had so very many things I wanted to do.

      You think you’ll never be happy again when you lose someone you love. But little by little, I was starting to let the light in.

      It was only when the lights from the lanterns faded into the darkness that I turned.

      And that was when I saw him. August Harper.

      He was standing at the top of the beach, the flickering flames of the fire casting a warm glow on his beautiful face.

      Our eyes locked and held, and I drank him in for a few moments. His dark tousled hair. The penetrating gaze of those sea-green eyes. His strong jaw and full lips. Broad-shouldered and bigger than life.

      The man I’d fallen in love with before I’d had the chance to grieve the loss of my first love.

      As if pulled by an invisible force, I walked across the beach and stopped before him. “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi.”

      We both laughed.

      He looked so good in jeans, a thick black sweater, and a black beanie with just the right amount of scruff on his jaw.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I said. “I wanted to thank you for everything you did. We could never have gotten that Michelin star without you.”

      “That’s bullshit. You would have gotten it with or without me.”

      I shook my head. “No. You made it possible.”

      “You got it because you deserve it.”

      I stood by my conviction that it would never have happened without him. But I wasn’t going to argue with him.

      “It’s so good to see you,” I said softly.

      He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. A few seconds of silence passed before he spoke. “Yeah, well, once again, I’m somewhere I shouldn’t be.”

      “Just checking up on me? Making sure I’m okay?”

      “It’s become a bad habit.” He bit the corner of his mouth, and I thought he would say more, but he backed away, ready to leave. “Take care, Nic.”

      I nodded, biting back the words on the tip of my tongue. “You too.”

      It was so hard not to say all the things I wanted to say.

      I still love you.

      I miss you like a missing limb.

      Thank you for loving me. You were so good at it.

      I knew we were right for each other. But it wasn’t our time.

      I couldn’t give him all of me, and he shouldn’t have to settle for less.

      I needed time and space, and August knew that. He knew.

      Without another word, he turned and walked away, his head bowed, hands in his pockets.

      I was still standing in the same spot long after he was gone.

      I had a strange feeling that I wouldn’t see him again unless I sought him out.

      He was done looking after me.

      How strange that love and grief could co-exist. I couldn’t stop loving August if I tried. Even on my darkest days, when I’d finally allowed myself to really grieve, there had still been tiny glimmers of light shining through. That light was August. Because he was still my sun.

      “You love him, don’t you?”

      I turned to look at Frankie, so shocked she was speaking to me that I forgot the question for a moment. It wasn’t even a question. A statement. I couldn’t deny it, but I didn’t think it was right to come out and tell her that I loved another man. That I craved him. Yearned for him. Even on the night of my husband’s memorial service, I still wanted August.

      The human spirit is remarkably resilient. And we mortals are inherently selfish.

      I cleared my throat. “Are you okay?” I asked instead. It had been so long since we’d spoken civilly to each other that I wasn’t sure how to act. She wore an oversized black Lakers hoodie, ripped jeans, and a black beanie that said: RESPECT. It was the same outfit she’d worn to the Lakers game that night. How strange that she chose to wear it tonight.

      “Other than this memorial service being almost three years too late, I’m hunky fucking dory, Nic. And how about you? How’s your conscience treating you?”

      Okay, she was giving me attitude. Fine. Cruz used to get it from her all the time, and I used to play mediator.

      Frankie and Cruz loved each other, but they used to fight like cats and dogs. “I’m working on it. But every day, I feel a little lighter. And I’m choosing not to feel guilty about that.”

      “Good for you,” Frankie said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “He came to talk to me, you know.”

      “Who?”

      She snorted. “Who do you think? August.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know.” It didn’t really surprise me, though. I’d done the same with Sasha. August and I had always tried to protect and defend each other.

      But tonight wasn’t about August, so I steered the conversation back to the most pressing issue.

      “I’m sorry, Frankie. I’m sorry for what I did to you. I’m sorry for the choices I made. I’d say it a million times if I thought it would make a difference. But I know that words don’t change anything. So I’m here for you if you ever need me. I’d love to be a part of your life again. But I’m going to leave it up to you.”

      “Don’t hold your breath, Nic.”

      Had I really expected anything else? Our relationship was irrevocably broken.

      She turned to go, but I stopped her with my words. “I’m selling the house. It’s too big for one person and doesn’t feel like a home without Cruz. Over the next few weeks, I’ll be going through all his things. So stop by if you want anything.”

      She half-turned. “You still have all his stuff?”

      I nodded. “I haven’t gotten rid of anything. I still have his toothbrush in the holder. His shower gel and shampoo. His shaving cream and razor. All his tools in the garage. His home gym. I kept everything. And I kept everything exactly where he left it.”

      “That’s just sad, Nic. I don’t want his shaving cream. But I might stop by and pick up some of his stuff.”

      “Okay. That would be good.”

      “This doesn’t make us friends,” she said quickly.

      Frankie. Always so tough and fierce. But I took what little she gave me as a step in the right direction.

      At the end of the evening, I sat on the beach with my best friend and her husband. The three of us toasted Cruz and drank a beer together.

      It was bittersweet.

      When we were leaving, I had a moment alone with Dylan when he walked me to my Jeep. “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

      He just tipped his chin, acknowledging my words, his face solemn, and I knew…

      I knew that he helped Cruz die. Because I knew Dylan. The former bad boy who never sugarcoated anything.

      Sometimes he was a moody asshole. Sometimes he did the wrong things but for the right reasons. But I knew he had a big heart because I saw how he loved Scarlett. The way he worshipped the ground she walked on. The way he treated his daughters like they were the most precious gift.

      When Dylan loved someone, he loved fiercely. And he’d loved Cruz. He couldn’t bear to see him suffer a minute longer.

      He did it for Cruz, and he did it for me, too. And I had some idea how he did it, too. I’d left my pillow and a blanket on the chair in Cruz’s room. It didn’t hit me until later, but the pillow was gone when I returned.

      How far would we go, how much would we do, and what sins would we commit in the name of love?

      I knew the answer.

      I would do anything for the people I loved.

      Even if it meant I had to break my own heart in the process.
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      Nicola

      June

      

      “All I’m saying is that August made you happy,” Luca said from his spot at my kitchen island. “And he seemed a hell of a lot happier when he was with you.”

      “Since when do you care about my love life?”

      “I don’t. But is it a crime to care if my sister is happy?”

      “No,” I hedged. “August seems unhappy?” Not that I wanted him to be miserable.

      Luca shrugged. “I wouldn’t go that far. Why don’t you stop by his food truck and see for yourself?”

      “I can’t.” I taped up a box of dishes and labeled it with my Sharpie, then grabbed another box and knelt on the floor, packing my pots and pans from the cupboard.

      “Why not? What’s stopping you?”

      I paused and looked over at Luca, who was stuffing his face with a breakfast burrito.

      “Damn. This is good. Want one?” He reached into the brown paper bag on the counter and held up a wrapped burrito. “I brought one for you too.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “August.” He took another big bite and talked around a mouthful. “He makes them for Sage.”

      A pang of longing shot through me. I missed them both so much that it physically ached. But I especially missed August. His smile. His laughter. His big, strong hands. His loving arms. I missed everything about him. “You stole an eight-year-old’s breakfast? How low will you go?”

      Luca scowled. “August made extras. This one’s for you.”

      I took it from his hand and sat on a stool across from him. It wouldn’t hurt to take a short break from packing. I’d started weeks ago, so the kitchen was the last thing left to do. “Did he make it just for me?” I asked, inspecting the burrito before biting into it.

      “Yeah, he did.”

      I might have moaned a little when I took the first bite. Scrambled eggs, sharp cheddar, black beans, avocado, cilantro, salsa… Honey dribbled down my chin, and I wiped it away and licked it off my index finger. The burrito was spicy with a hint of sweetness from the honey.

      “Said he used wild honey,” Luca said. “Collected it himself.”

      “He did?” I tried to picture August gathering honey from the bees. “Like with the whole suit and all?”

      “Yeah.” Luca laughed. “It’s his new thing. He’s obsessed with honey.”

      Honey Bun. He used to tell me I tasted like honey.

      I took a few more bites before I set it on the foil wrapper and slid it in front of Luca. “You can have the rest. I’m good.”

      Luca didn’t even put up a fight. He scarfed it down in two seconds flat, then rubbed his hand over his stomach as I went back to packing. Which was supposedly the reason Luca had stopped by this morning. To help me finish packing. He’d moved out of my house in January and got his own place.

      “Get off your lazy ass. The movers are coming tomorrow.”

      “Fine. What do you need? You want me to help with the kitchen?”

      “No. I’ve got this. But can you grab the Christmas stuff in the garage? It’s up in that loft. The ladder comes down when you open the hatch.”

      “Yeah, I know how it works,” he scoffed. “I used to help Cruz put all the lights on your house, you freak.”

      He patted the top of my head on his way out of the kitchen like I was a pet dog.

      When he was gone, I took a deep breath and continued packing.

      The past few months had been rough. Going through Cruz’s things and donating them to charity had been hard.

      I’d sold a lot of our furniture and given the rest away. I was starting over in a two-bedroom condo with a view of the ocean from the balcony. My main criteria for my house hunt were that it felt open and airy with good light and ocean views.

      A fresh start, I guess.

      But as I’d learned, grief is not linear. Sometimes I’d think I was doing fine, only for it hit me out of nowhere and knock all the breath out of me. Some days it was so physically painful that every part of my body hurt, and I was so tired I’d fall into bed and wake up the following day feeling like I hadn’t slept at all.

      I started seeing a therapist in January, and it helped. But what I’d learned through my sessions was that I wasn’t only grieving the loss of Cruz, I was also mourning the loss of August.

      A few weeks ago, my therapist asked a similar question to Luca: “What’s holding you back from being with August?”

      “I don’t know,” I’d said. “I just feel like I’m still waiting for a sign.”

      “From Cruz?”

      “I guess so.”

      It made no sense, but that was how it felt. Like I needed a sign from Cruz to know it was okay to be with someone else. And until I knew in my heart that I could give all of myself to August, it wouldn’t be fair to show up in his life again.

      The sound of something crashing had me abandoning my packing and racing into the garage.

      “Oh, my God, Luca. Are you okay?” I hurried to his side and knelt next to him. Oh, my God. Please, God, no. He was sprawled across the garage floor, and he wasn’t moving. I peered down at his face. “Luca!” Panic had my voice raising a few octaves higher. “Please talk to me. Are you okay?”

      His eyes opened, and he blinked up at me.

      “Luca,” I said softly. “Can you sit up?”

      He batted my hands away when I tried to help and sat up on his own, rubbing the back of his head. “Fuck. What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I heard a crash.” I looked over at the caddy filled with Christmas decorations turned upside down. Decorations and shards of glass from some smashed baubles were strewn across the concrete.

      Luca got to his feet, weaving a little. “Whoa. Head rush.”

      I grabbed his arm to ensure he didn’t go down again and guided him to a packed box that didn’t say Fragile on it. “Sit down.”

      He did as I said, and I knelt before him, holding up two fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Four?” He shook his head. “Wait. No. Three?”

      I went into full-blown panic mode. “We need to get you to the ER right now. Don’t move. I’ll pull my car in, and then I’ll help you—”

      Luca laughed. “I was just messing with you. Two fingers. I’m fine. Just need a minute—”

      “If you didn’t just fall off a ladder, I’d smack you upside the head. You can’t play around with something like that, Luca. What the hell. My husband died from a head injury,” I shouted.

      “Jesus. Lower your voice.” He rubbed the back of his head. “You’re making my headache worse.”

      “That was so mean.” Tears poured down my cheeks. “I was scared,” I whispered. “If anything happened to you….”

      “Hey. Hey. I’m okay. I was just messing around. I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry, Nic. Jesus. Don’t cry.”

      I wiped my eyes. “I love you, you big idiot.”

      He stood and pulled me into his arms. It wasn’t as awkward as the last time he’d hugged me in my walk-in closet, and I almost asked him if he’d had practice since then.

      “Love you too. And I’m sorry about your Christmas decorations. But now I remember… Cruz used to always warn me about that ladder. He always said he was going to replace it. The rungs are weird.”

      Luca released me, and we looked over at the ladder. I couldn’t see anything weird about it, but then again, I’d never used it. Cruz always said getting the stuff down from the loft was his job.

      “I found something,” Luca said.

      “What did you find?”

      Luca cleared his throat. “Not sure, but I think it’s your Christmas present. Cruz used to hide your gifts in the loft.”

      Oh, my God, he did. That’s why he never wanted me to go up there.

      “Where’s the gift?” I looked around the garage, but other than the box of spilled decorations, all I saw were the packed boxes that were going in the moving truck tomorrow.

      Luca reached into the pocket of his basketball shorts and came out with a small box he handed me. Then he grabbed a broom and started sweeping up the broken Christmas baubles.

      Before I went inside, I asked, “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t have to clean up. I can do it.”

      “Nah. I’m good.”

      I paused. “Thank you.”

      He gave me a two-finger salute and went back to sweeping up the mess, and I carried the small box into the house, up the stairs to my now-empty bedroom, and into the walk-in closet. I shut the door behind me and slid down against it.

      Then I set the box in my lap and stared at it for a few minutes. This was it. The last gift from my husband. I brushed my fingers over the square gold box, took a deep breath, and lifted the lid.

      Something fluttered to the ground, and I swiped it up and unfolded the paper folded into a small triangle. I set the box aside and smoothed my palm over the creases in the notepaper. It was thick, embossed with the crest of the hotel where we’d spent our wedding night.

      I took another deep breath, and then I read the note in Cruz’s handwriting. It was small and neat and sloped to the right.

      
        
        Dear Nic,

      

      

      
        
        It’s the morning after our wedding, and you’re putting on makeup before we meet our family and friends for brunch. Then it’s straight to the airport to start our honeymoon.

        I thought I’d take a few minutes to put my thoughts on paper. You always say I’m a slave to technology, so just think how surprised you’ll be when I give you a handwritten letter.

        I’m going to save it for our tenth anniversary. Or maybe our twentieth. Hell, maybe I’ll wait for our fiftieth.

        Because here’s the thing. This is what I want to tell you. I loved you yesterday. I love you today. And I will love you fifty years from now. I’ll love you until the day I die. Fact.

        Not to be morbid, but I pray to God that I go first. Call me selfish. I don’t want to live without you. But if I do go first and for some reason, you’re reading this, and I’m already gone, just know that loving you was the easiest thing I ever did. Pretty damn sure I went to my grave in love, happy, and with zero regrets. Because you are the best thing that ever happened to me.

        Okay, enough talk about death. I’m still here. Still kicking.

        I love you. I’m the happiest man on earth that you said yes, and I promise to be the best fucking husband you could ever want.

        I promise that I’ll try to remember to put the seat down.

        I promise to carry your ninety million bags of shit (woman, you need to learn how to pack lighter—YOU DON’T NEED SO MUCH SHIT!!!) and not complain about it. (Pretty sure one entire bag is filled with makeup and shoes). Just saying. But I will not complain. Because I love you, even with all your baggage.

        I promise that I will ALWAYS be ready for sex. Seriously. Don’t even worry about that. So you can stop complaining about the time I threw your vibrator in the garbage. YOU’VE GOT ME. You don’t need a rubber dick. I don’t give a shit how many settings it has or if it vibrates. It ain’t as good as the real thing. I’m your man, on call, ready and waiting with a permanently hard dick whenever you’re near me. All I gotta do is think about you in that sexy little bikini you packed… fuck, now look what you’ve done. Hard as stone.

        Anyway, I just heard the blow dryer shut off, so I’ll make it quick.

        You’re the love of my life, Nicola Benedetti Vega. The woman of my dreams. The peanut butter to my jelly. The cream in my coffee. The bees to my knees.

        I hope you’re reading this when we’re both old and gray, and we’ve had a long, long life of driving each other crazy and having a shitload of makeup sex.

        But if you’re reading this sooner, go back and read the part above. And then get off your ass and go do something. Get a Michelin star. Travel. See the world. Hang out with your friends. Throw a party. Just do whatever makes you happy. You only get one shot. Make it count. And in the words of LeBron James, “People will hate you, rate you, shake you, and break you. But how strong you stand is what makes you.”

      

      

      
        
          
        I love you always and forever,

        Cruz

      

      

      

      

      I held the letter to my chest as tears streamed down my cheeks. Then I read the letter a few more times. I laughed, and I cried. This letter was so Cruz that I closed my eyes and could almost feel him right next to me. When I was reading the letter, I heard his voice saying the words.

      I couldn’t believe he’d held onto this letter for all those years.

      Only Cruz, who started planning holidays and vacations a year in advance, would write a letter like this the day after we were married. A letter that not only told me that he loved me but that if anything happened to him, he wanted me to go on living.

      My God. Was it any wonder that I’d loved him so madly?

      I wiped the tears away and lifted the box into my hand. Nestled inside the tissue paper was a piece of cobalt blue sea glass in the shape of a heart. Cruz and I found it on the beach one day, about a year after we’d gotten married. I remembered it well because we’d made up a whole story of how it came to be.

      A violent storm had capsized a ship with a young couple on it. The shipwrecked lovers had washed up on a desert island. They were the only two survivors, but all their possessions had gone down with the ship. They were eventually rescued, and a hundred years later, after being tumbled by salt and sand, a piece of their blue wine goblets had washed up on the beach.

      Cruz must have tucked that sea glass into his pocket that day. It could have gone through the wash a few times. Until one day, he’d found it again, put it in a box along with this letter, and hid it in the loft above the garage.

      I clasped the smooth piece of glass in my palm and tipped my head back, looking up at the ceiling as if Cruz was up there somewhere, watching over me from the heavens.

      It was the sign I needed.

      It was time to let go and move on.

      Over the past few months, I’d figured something out.

      Letting go and forgetting were two very separate things.

      Cruz would always be in my heart, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t let someone else in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      August

      October

      

      “More to the right,” I said, taking a few more steps back to assess the position of the sign.

      “You heard the man,” Nash said. “Move it about six inches.”

      The two guys on ladders moved the sign to the right. “This good?”

      “Yeah. Right there.” A thrill of pride shot through me as I watched them attach the sign to the front of the building. A small, converted warehouse in the trendy industrial area of Newport Beach sandwiched between Shane’s second surf shop and a coffee shop/bakery/art gallery.

      Nash gave my arm a little punch. “How does it feel to be back on top?”

      “Not sure I’d go that far.” I took a sip of my coffee in a cardboard cup, compliments of my new neighbor. Ethiopian, she’d said, with subtle notes of pineapple, guava, and dark chocolate. She knew her stuff. This shit was good. “But yeah, it feels pretty damn good to have my own place again. This time I’ll get it right.”

      “You got it right last time,” Nash said. “Your restaurant was never the problem. It was all the other shit that got thrown at you.”

      “Water under the bridge.” Our catchphrase. But this time, I really meant it. “I’ve put all that shit with Damon and the drug dealing behind me.”

      “I hear you. Onward and upward.”

      I looked through the tall roller doors into the open space flooded with sunshine. My new restaurant was a vibe—midcentury tables and chairs, a shit-ton of greenery, and a concrete bar spanning the back wall with an open kitchen on the other side.

      At night, the copper pendants made the room glow. It was sleek, sexy, and upscale. Initially, I thought I’d take a page from David and Kristen’s playbook and go small, but apparently, that wasn’t my style.

      Go big or go home. So here I was, embarking on a new venture. Fulfilling another dream.

      Nash and his crew did the entire construction project from start to finish. He was the only guy I’d trusted for the job. “Couldn’t have done this without you,” I told him. “You do good work.”

      “Glad you’re finally happy with it.” He scowled at me. “There were a few times when I was ready to throw in the towel or punch you in the face.”

      I scoffed. “Bullshit. You’re just as much of a perfectionist as I am.”

      He sighed. “It’s a curse.” He clapped his hands together. “Okay. We’re done for the day. I’ll come back tomorrow and finish the snagging, and then you’re good to go.”

      I bumped his fist and gave him a bro hug, then thanked the guys from his crew. After they were gone, I lingered a few more minutes, staring at the sign above the door while I finished my coffee.

      It was a decade later, and I’d done a lot more living, but I still felt the same thrill as the first time I opened my own restaurant. Maybe, even more, this time. My journey had been fraught with so many life lessons that I was humbled and grateful this time around.

      “Looking good, Harper.”

      I smiled at Felicity as she came to stand next to me. I lifted the cup in my hand. “This coffee is the shit.”

      “I’d never steer you wrong.” She smiled up at me. She was pretty and petite with long, dark hair and big brown eyes. My kryptonite. But her eyes didn’t have shards of amber and gold in them, and her nearness didn’t make my heart beat faster.

      Nor did any of the other women I’d met since Nicola. Fucking heart.

      Since when had I allowed it to call the shots?

      Always.

      “Thanks for the coffee.” I jerked my chin toward the front door. “I have some work I need to do.”

      “Okay, yeah, of course.” She lingered, her eyes hopeful. “So, I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “Yeah. I’ll be here.”

      She laughed. “Well, okay…” She hesitated a moment and looked like she wanted to say more, but I didn’t give her the opportunity.

      “See you later, Felicity.”

      She nodded, the smile still firmly in place as I strode away.

      I knew she was hoping for something more, but I wasn’t going there, so I didn’t want to encourage anything beyond friendly acquaintances.

      I went back inside, grabbed my clipboard from the office, and sat at the bar to finish working on my menu for the soft opening next week.

      My head was bent over the clipboard, pencil in hand, when I felt her before I saw her. I stopped what I was doing and almost felt stupid to think it could be her. But curiosity prevailed, so I spun around on my stool, and there she was, standing in the doorway.

      She looked the same—long chestnut waves falling around her shoulders, lush lips, and those tits that I shouldn’t even be noticing.

      I laughed when I saw what she was doing. Sprinkling a handful of salt on the threshold. Crazy woman. I knew I’d missed her but didn’t realize how much until she crossed the room and stopped a few feet in front of me.

      She wore jeans that molded to all her curves and a black V-neck sweater that showed a hint of cleavage.

      Now that she was standing right before me, I took in the changes. She looked lighter. Happier. Like she’d shirked off all that weight from her shoulders.

      She smiled, and it was fucking glorious. Like the sun shining after a long, dark, brutally cold winter.

      Instinctively my gaze dipped to her left hand, clutching the strap of the canvas bag over her shoulder.

      Her ring finger was bare. The symbolism wasn’t lost on me. She was free to move on now.

      I leaned my elbows on the bar and delivered the cheesiest line in the history of pickup lines. “Fancy seeing you here. Come here often?”

      Nicola laughed. “I was in the neighborhood.” She rolled her eyes. “No, that’s a lie. I’m here for you.”

      I’m here for you. That could mean anything.

      I’m here to check out your new restaurant.

      Let's grab coffee sometime.

      I’m working on a new recipe and could use your input.

      I didn’t want to get my hopes up by thinking she would throw herself into my arms and claim me as her one and only.

      “Look at this place.” Her gaze roamed around the room and then returned to me. “God, I’m so proud of you, August.”

      “I didn’t do it alone.” I slid off the stool and stood in front of her, crossing my arms over my chest to stop myself from touching her. “I have investors.” But she already knew that. Dylan and Shane were my investors. “But thanks. Means a lot.”

      “So, Wild Honey, huh? Where did you come up with that name?”

      “Named it after a girl I used to know.”

      “She must have been someone special.”

      I shrugged. “She was all right. But damn, she tasted good. Sweet as honey.” I licked my lips, noting the way her eyes followed the movement. “I can still taste her on my lips when I close my eyes at night.”

      She arched her brows. “You have a good imagination.”

      “That I do. Sometimes she even comes to me in my dreams.” Mostly my lucid dreams. It had been a year since we’d parted and eight months since I’d last seen her face, but I still thought about Nicola more often than I’d care to admit.

      “And what does she do in those dreams of yours?” She moved closer, looking up at me from beneath her lashes.

      “Oh, you know… the usual.” My gaze dipped to her mouth. “After she drops to her knees and sucks my dick—”

      She smacked my chest. Still so physical, this girl. “You’re such a hound dog.”

      I winked, keeping my tone light and playful. “Still barking mad for you, baby.”

      She heaved out a sigh, and the air got thick between us. “I’ve missed you. So much. I thought you might have moved on by now.” Her eyes lowered, and she bit her lip. “Have you… met anyone?”

      I almost laughed. Nicola had never been very good at playing coy. “I’ve met a lot of people. You’re going to have to be more specific.” I was messing with her, still trying to figure out why she was here and if this visit meant what I thought it did. Or if I was reading too much into it.

      She huffed. “You know exactly what I mean. Do you have someone special in your life? A girlfriend?”

      Our eyes met, and I searched the depths of her big browns. The sunlight highlighted the shards of gold and amber. Honey brown eyes. “Nah. Nobody special. Haven’t had much time for a girlfriend.” Her shoulders sagged in relief. “Guess I’ve been waiting for a willowy brunette with big brown eyes and luscious lips. You happen to know where I can find a girl like that?”

      A smile played on her lips. “I’m sure they’re a dime a dozen.”

      “I have high standards, so don’t be too sure.”

      “And what would this woman need to do to sweep a guy like you off your feet?”

      “Well, let’s see….” I furrowed my brow and pretended to give it a lot of thought. “She’d have to love food and wine and know how to cook. She’d have to think the sun rises and sets on me.”

      “Of course.”

      “She’d have to tell me I’m her one and only. Bonus points if she loves cheesy 80s flicks and can recite every line. She probably loves Fleetwood Mac, orders pizza with anchovies, snores like a freight train, and hogs most of the bed.”

      “In other words, she’s perfect,” Nicola laughed.

      I grinned. “Girl of my dreams.”

      “Is it too late for us?” She clamped her lip between her teeth and looked at me with those big brown eyes swimming with uncertainty.

      Was it too late?

      She’d set me free to go and live a life without her. The problem was that I was still too hung up on her to move on with someone new.

      But now that she was standing in front of me asking for the very thing I’d been hoping to hear for almost an entire year, I wanted to make sure this was what she wanted.

      Not looking to get my heart broken again. Not looking to go down this road again, only for her to turn around and tell me our timing was still off. “I don’t think it’s ever too late. The question is… is it too soon?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t ready. I would have stayed away if I didn’t think I could be everything you need.” She wrung her hands. “I know I don’t have a right to ask, but… will you give me another chance?”

      I’d never been sure if Nicola would come to me when she was ready. But in the back of my mind, I’d always held out the hope that she would.

      Love is only for the brave. Or the very foolish. Turns out I was both.

      “Well, I don’t know. That depends.”

      “Oh.” Her face dropped. “On what?”

      I paused. “I sure as hell hope you brought a boombox. I don’t want you to think I’m easy.”

      She laughed. “You’re expecting a grand gesture?”

      “Are you saying I’m not worth it?” I pretended to be offended.

      “Hmm. Good point. I brought you a gift.” She reached into her bag and came out with an enormous bag of pistachios. “I splurged on the ten-pound bag. And as you know, they’re worth their weight in gold.”

      “So are you, baby. So are you.” I took them from her and set them on a bar stool to free up our hands. “And the answer to your question is yes. Hell, yes.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise as if she’d expected a different answer. She grinned, and then her smile fell. “Do you think it can really be this easy?”

      “You call this easy? It’s been hell. I’ve waited seventeen years for this day.”

      “Pfft. Liar. You weren’t waiting seventeen years.” She cocked a hip and planted her hand on it. Her gaze flitted over my face and then roamed down my body. “For someone who supposedly went through hell, why do you look so good?” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion as if she was annoyed that I looked good.

      I returned the favor and let my eyes roam over her from head to toe in a leisurely descent before returning to her face. “I could ask you the same question.”

      She grinned. “You think I look good?”

      “I think you look like someone who needs to be kissed.”

      “Oh, God, I really do. I need it so badly.”

      I grabbed the back of her head and pulled her against me. Our lips crashed like a thunderstorm. Boom.

      She tasted like lemonade laced with honey. A little bit tart, a little bit sweet.

      She tasted like sunshine and hope and promise.

      “Welcome home, Honey Bun,” I murmured against her lips as my hands roamed over her curves.

      A sigh escaped her lips. “It’s so good to be home,” she said, digging her fingers into my hair as my tongue delved into her mouth, and we tried to touch each other everywhere at once.

      For the first time since we’d met, I knew we’d finally gotten the timing exactly right.

      This time I wouldn’t settle for anything less.

      I wanted all of her.
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      Nicola

      One Year Later

      

      Scarlett rushes into the bathroom, where I’m sipping ginger ale to calm my churning stomach and empties a bag onto the counter. “I bought four different ones. Let’s do it now.”

      I eye her in the mirror and set my drink on the counter. My hands are shaking with nerves, and this doesn’t seem like the time or place to do this. “But everyone is waiting for us.”

      “They’re not going to start without you,” Scarlett scoffs. “Come on.” She practically shoves me into the stall and follows me inside. “I’ll hold up your dress.”

      “You’re going to watch me pee on a stick?” I scowl at her. “That’s taking the best friend thing a little too far, don’t you think?”

      She sighs. “Okay, fine.” She thrusts the stick into my hand and spins around, squeezing past me to get out. “I’ll stand in front of the door so no one comes in.”

      When she exits the stall, I stare at the stick in my hand and then get to work hiking up my dress. No easy feat. I gather yards and yards of champagne tulle in my hands. The dress is strapless, the bodice fitted and cinches at the waist with a thin black grosgrain ribbon. Now I’m cursing myself for buying it.

      Why did I have to go so over the top? It’s not like I haven’t done this before. But it’s August’s first wedding, and I wanted everything about it to be extra special, just like him.

      So, of course, I bought a ridiculous dress and splurged on so many flowers that our wedding venue looks like a florist shop.

      I take a deep breath and squeeze my eyes shut. Here goes nothing. But I already know the answer even as I pee on the stupid stick. I’m four weeks late, something I didn’t fully comprehend until this morning because… life, I guess. It’s been hectic. Busy. Good. So good that I haven’t had much time to breathe, let alone stop and do the math.

      Someone pounds on the door, and I hear the hinges squeak as it swings open. “What’s taking so long?” my mother asks. “Does she need help?”

      “No. Everything is fine,” Scarlett assures her.

      “Maybe she’s having second thoughts,” my father booms from the hallway.

      Great. Just what I need. The entire Benedetti family sticking their noses into my business.

      “Nic? Are you okay?” Ari calls.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Mommy! Isla spilled her drink on my bridesmaid dress and now look….” Everly sounds like she’s about to burst into tears.

      “Come on, baby girl,” I hear Dylan say. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Is the entire wedding party in here?

      “Ever, go with Daddy. He’ll fix it all up, and you won’t even notice. Everyone else out! We just need a minute. Nicola will be right out,” Scarlett says firmly, taking charge, and I can see through the crack that she’s trying to usher them out the door.

      A few seconds later, I hear it close, and I let out a breath of relief as silence descends.

      “Coast is clear,” Scarlett says. “You can come out now.”

      I step out, set the stick on the counter, too nervous to look at it, and busy myself at the sink. As I wash my hands, my reflection stares back at me in the mirror. My cheeks are flushed, my eyes shining, and I’ve never looked happier.

      Scarlett swipes the stick off the counter, holding it hostage, and comes to stand next to me. My eyes meet hers in the mirror. Her baby blues are brimming with unshed tears, and a smile lights up her face.

      “Have I told you lately that I love you?” she asks.

      I smile at my best friend, who has been with me through all the ups and downs. She looks beautiful in blush pink silk, with blond waves falling around her bare shoulders and down her back. “I love you too.”

      “Are you happy, Nic?” she asks earnestly like it’s the only question that truly matters.

      And it is.

      We turn to face each other, and I nod. “So happy.” My voice is hushed, as if I’m scared the bubble will burst if I voice it too loudly. “In a way that I never thought possible.”

      “He loves you,” she says simply.

      “I know. Isn’t it amazing?” I’m so in awe that August loves me as much as I love him and that we found each other again and again until we finally got it exactly right. And now, here we are, about to embark on our new life together.

      “Love always amazes me,” Scarlett says. “So yes, it’s amazing, Nic.”

      Then she throws her arms around me, catching me by surprise, and practically knocks me over with her exuberance. “I’m going to be an auntie!”

      It takes a few seconds for her words to register, but I’m stunned speechless when they do. I’m going to be a mother. And August is going to be a dad again.

      We’re having a baby.

      It seems like such a huge, monumental thing that I’m having trouble wrapping my head around it.

      Scarlett and I are clutching each other, rocking side to side, laughing and crying, so at first, I don’t hear the voices outside the door.

      “You can’t go in there!”

      “It’s bad luck to see the bride before—”

      I look over at the door just as August charges into the bathroom. Scarlett releases me and takes a step back.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, loosening his tie like it’s choking him, and he can’t get enough air. “Are you okay? Are you…” He pushes his hand through his hair, and I can see that he’s sweating. “Fuck. If this is too soon, I’ll tell everyone to go home. We don’t need a wedding to prove our love….”

      I smile because he looks so handsome in a gray suit and white dress shirt.

      I smile because I love him so much and can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with him.

      I’m so giddy and high on life that I rush over to him, throw my arms around his neck, and hold him tight. His arms come around me, offering strength and support for my shaky limbs. I press my nose against the crook of his neck and breathe him in.

      I’m marrying this man today.

      I’m having this man’s baby.

      And I’m so overwhelmed with love that I can’t speak.

      I realize I'm crying when he pulls away to search my face.

      “Fuck. What is it? What’s wrong?” He brushes the tears away with the pads of his thumbs, then hooks his fingers under my chin and forces my eyes to meet his. “Nicola… what is it?” Concern furrows his brows.

      “You.” That’s all I manage to get out. Just, You. Because really, it’s the answer to everything.

      He releases me and takes a step back. “You’re crying because of me?”

      I shake my head and then nod, confusing him even more. “I’m crying because I love you.”

      He shakes his head slowly, his brow still furrowed as he studies my face, trying to make sense of my mood swings. No doubt they’ll only be worse over the upcoming months.

      I take a step closer and grab his face in both hands. “We’re going to have a baby.”

      I wait for his reaction. It’s slow in coming, but when the words finally sink in, he looks down at my still-flat stomach and then up at my face. “A baby?” he whispers. “You’re pregnant?”

      I nod and give him a watery smile. “Yeah.”

      “Holy shit. We’re going to have a baby?” He asks as if he’s still not sure he’s heard me right and needs confirmation.

      “We are. Are you… happy about it?”

      “Am I happy about it? I’m fucking over the moon. How can you even ask?” He pulls me into his arms, but then his body tenses. “Are you feeling all right? Do you need to sit down? Do you need me to get you anything?”

      I laugh. “No. I’m fine.”

      “We need to make a doctor’s appointment first thing. Are you supposed to be flying? Should we push off the honeymoon?”

      I laugh again and swat his arm. “Stop. I’m fine. Pregnant women can do all kinds of things, including flying.” I kiss him because I think he needs reassurance. He kisses me back more gently than he’s ever kissed me.

      “Will you marry me?” I ask.

      “I will marry the shit out of you.”

      The door flies open, severing our romantic moment, and my mother stands in the doorway with her hands on her hips. She aims her glare at August. “You need to get out of here,” she says, huffing as she grabs his arm and steers him toward the door.

      He winks at me over his shoulder, a smile playing on his lips as the door closes. My parents have come to love and accept August, although it didn’t happen overnight. He’s had to work to get into their good graces, but they love their daughter and see how much he loves me and how happy he makes me. So, in the end, that was enough to win them over.

      When they’re gone, I have a few precious moments alone, and I use the time to fix my makeup.

      Then I take a final look in the mirror, take a deep breath, and say a few silent words to my first love.

      “I love you, Cruz Vega, always and forever. Thank you for loving me. Thank you for giving me your blessing to move on. August makes me happy. So very happy. And we’re starting a family together. I don’t know why it wasn’t meant for us. Or why the universe has decided that this is my time to be a mother. But I know that wherever you are, you’re a big enough man to be happy for me.”

      I press my fingers to my lips and blow an air kiss toward the ceiling, and then I gather up the skirt of my dress and step into the hallway where my best friend and my cousin are waiting for me.

      Scarlett thrusts my bouquet into my hands. “Let’s do this.”

      I smile. “I’ve never been more ready to do anything.”

      I can’t wait to get started with the rest of my life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Our wedding is a small, intimate affair on a vineyard in the Temecula Valley overlooking the Santa Ana mountains. But as I walk down the makeshift aisle between the rows of chairs, I don’t notice the view or our friends and family who are sharing our special day.

      All I can see is August Harper standing so tall and proud.

      My rock. My strength. My true love.

      The man who put the sun back in the sky.

      The man who calls me Honey Bun. Who holds my hand and wipes my tears. Who loves me even when I’m not feeling especially lovable.

      We argue and fight. We don’t always see eye to eye. But we love hard, and I never turn my back on him.

      I’ve learned so much about love.

      I’ve learned that life can be fleeting, so you have to make every moment count. Savor it. Be grateful for the time you’re given. And let go of the burdens that are too heavy to carry.

      But most of all, I’ve learned that love is infinite.

      And August’s smile, his heart, and his very being are worth their weight in gold.

      He is worth everything.

      “I love you so fucking much,” he says before he kisses me in front of all our friends and family.

      He steals my breath and then gives it back to me.

      And now I know how lucky I am to have found not one but two amazing men to love and cherish.

      Because how many people get that lucky?

      I’ve found two great loves in one lifetime.

      I am the luckiest girl in the world.
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      Lila

      

      I clawed at his hands, my eyes wide. He was choking me with his bare hands, cutting off the air to my windpipe.

      Was this how it was going to end?

      Was I going to die at the hands of the man I loved?

      But this wasn’t him. This was a man I didn’t recognize. His blue eyes were wild and unfocused like he was somewhere else. I gasped for breath, tears streaming down my face. 

      I saw the moment when it registered with him that I was on the bedroom floor in a chokehold, his hands wrapped around my neck, making it impossible for me to breathe. He released me and sat back on his heels, tugging at the ends of his hair. I tried to breathe through the pain, my hand reaching up to rub my bruised neck. 

      “Lila,” he said, his voice raw. The moon was so bright tonight I could see the pain etched on his face. “Fuck. Lila. I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.”

      He gathered me up from the bedroom floor, pulled me into his lap and held me in his arms, his forehead pressed against mine. His tears mingled with my own. 

      How had we gotten to this place? 

      “Talk to me,” I pleaded for the hundredth time since he’d returned home a year ago. Naively, I had believed that when he came home, we could resume our regularly scheduled life. I’d been wrong. So fucking wrong. Even though I was trembling on the inside, I fought through it. I had to ask. “Tell me what happened to you,” I pleaded again. “Please, Jude, I’m begging you.”

      He buried his face in the crook of my neck and said nothing. It hurt that he couldn’t talk to me about anything when we used to confide in each other. Now, I was walking on eggshells. Constantly on the lookout for his triggers. Dirt roads. The Fourth of July fireworks. A rustling in the tall grass behind the barn. He saw danger in places where it didn’t exist.

      And tonight, all I’d done was wrap my arms around him while he was asleep. I’d done it on instinct, reaching for him in the middle of the night like I’d done so many times before.

      Nights were the worst. The circles under his eyes were testament to his lack of sleep.  

      “I love you,” he said, the words ripped from his throat like they were painful. “I love you so fucking much.”

      “I love you more. I… Jude…” I clung to him. 

      Don’t go. 

      Don’t leave me. 

      But I knew that he was already gone. I’d lost him somewhere on the other side of the world. “We need to find someone who can help you.”

      He didn’t say anything. He’d been seeing a therapist but it wasn’t helping. He was convinced that no one could help him. He was giving up. I could see the defeat in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said over and over. He kept saying it like that would make everything okay. But I knew that nothing would ever be okay again.  

      Jude McCallister was the strongest man I’d ever known. He’d survived three deployments to Afghanistan. Five years of active duty in the US Marine Corps. He’d been shot in the head and he had survived. I kept his helmet in my closet. A huge hole had ripped through the material, but the Kevlar had stopped the bullet and had saved his life. My photo was taped inside that helmet and he said he’d carried me with him everywhere he went. 

      I used to think our love was strong enough to survive anything. Even a combat zone.

      I was wrong.

      What I hadn’t counted on was the injuries that left no scars. The broken parts that no doctor was able to fix. He’d brought that hell home with him, and I had no idea how to help him. But I would keep trying. 

      I couldn’t lose Jude. 

      He was supposed to be my forever and my always.

      

      ***

      

      Jude

      

      I sat on the edge of the mattress and I watched her sleeping. She looked so peaceful. So fucking beautiful, her wavy brown hair all messy and disheveled, her long lashes resting in the hollows beneath her eyes. Those green eyes, the same shade of green as the grass in the meadow. My gaze lowered to the purple marks on her neck that I’d put there two days ago. She used makeup to cover them, but they were still there, clear as fucking day for everyone to see. No amount of makeup could hide the truth. 

      I had done this to her. 

      I had inflicted pain on the person I claimed to love above all others.  

      A few months ago I’d almost broken her wrist in the midst of a night terror. I hated myself for the hell I’d put her through. The shouting, the unfounded accusations, the drinking and the times I couldn’t bear to be touched. This wasn’t what she’d signed up for. Love shouldn’t have to hurt this much. She’d tried to convince me otherwise, but she was blind to the truth. And I’d be damned if I would continue dragging her down with me. Lila was tough and she was strong, but her love for me made her weak. She had stayed by my side, through thick and thin, when she should have left my ass. 

      Hell, she should have left my ass the day I went off to boot camp at the ripe old age of eighteen. Back then I’d had it all figured out. So cocky. So confident that I was strong-minded enough to handle anything. That was only six years ago, but it felt like another lifetime.

      Now, she was scared of me. Scared for me. Afraid to leave me alone. Afraid I wouldn’t make it to my twenty-fifth birthday.

      Look what you’ve done to her, asshole. Can you really expect her to love you for better or worse?

      She deserved so much better than a psycho who had almost choked her to death. The list of shit I’d done to her—to my entire family—was long and unforgivable. Not just the past year since I’d been home, but the years she’d spent waiting and worrying about me while I was off fighting a war she’d begged me to stay out of. Lila would claim that she hadn’t made any sacrifices to be with me, but it was bullshit and we both knew it. 

      I stood up and set the note on the bedside table then walked out of the bedroom before I could change my mind. I hoped she would understand that I was doing this because I loved her. It was time to set her free. I couldn’t be the man she needed. That man was gone.

      The sun was starting to rise as I drove away. I left my home. I left Texas. I left my family. And I left the love of my life. If I could have crawled out of my own skin, and out of my head, I would have left them behind too. 

      I cranked up the volume on a classic rock song—“Carry On Wayward Son”—and I drove.

      Lifting the bottle of whiskey to my lips, I took a long swig.

      “You fucked up, McCallister.” I turned my head to look at my buddy Reese Madigan, sitting in the passenger seat of my Silverado. He rubbed his hand over his buzzed cut, his other hand tapping out the beat to the music. Reese loved this song. Used to belt it out at the top of his lungs just to piss everyone off. Dude had the worst singing voice. Couldn’t carry a tune to save his life. “You should have known.”

      “He was just a boy,” I argued. “We played football with him. Gave him candy. How could I have known?”

      “You telling me you didn’t see the cell phone? You saw it but you hesitated, didn’t you?”

      I wiped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my arm. My heart was hammering against my ribcage, fear and dread crawling up my spine. 

      I checked the passenger seat again. Reese was gone. Because Reese was fucking dead. I was talking to dead men now. 

      I took another swig of whiskey. And I kept driving. 

      She’d be better off without me. My girl was a fighter, and she was resilient. I didn’t believe in much of anything anymore, but I still believed in her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lila

      

      “Why do I have to wear a stupid dress?” I grumbled as my mom brushed the snarls out of my hair. I scowled at my reflection in the mirror. The sundress was yellow with white embroidered flowers. Flowers. Barf.

      “Because the McCallisters invited us over for a barbecue.”

      The McCallisters lived right up the road from our new house, so I guess that made them our neighbors. Yesterday, Kate McCallister stopped by to welcome us to the neighborhood and it turned out that she and Mom had known each other in college. Small world, they’d said, laughing and hugging like long lost friends.

      “I can’t see why it should matter what I wear.”

      “Stop being a grouch,” Mom teased, dividing my hair into three sections so she could braid it. She was smiling. Had been since Derek agreed to leave Houston and move to Cypress Springs, a small town in the Texas Hill Country. Mom was a nurse and would be starting her new job next week. Derek was an electrician and since he was self-employed, it didn’t matter where we lived, he could work anywhere.

      “Two of the boys are the same age as you,” she said. “Maybe you can be friends.”

      “I doubt it. Not when they see me in this dress. I look stupid.”

      “You look pretty.” She tugged at the end of the French braid she’d just put in my hair. My eyes met hers in the mirror. They were the same shade of green as mine and we both had dark brown wavy hair. Everyone said I was the spitting image of her.

      I stopped and thought about what she’d said. “Wait a minute. How could they both be my age?” My eyes widened. “Are they twins?”

      “No. They’re cousins.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders sagged in disappointment. Twins sounded like a lot more fun. They could fool people by pretending to be each other.

      “Well, don’t you look pretty as a picture?” Derek said with a smile.

      I forced a smile even though I was still annoyed about having to wear a dress.

      “Derek gets to wear jeans and a T-shirt.” I scowled at the sunflowers on my flip-flops as we headed out the front door. I’d rather be wearing my Converse high tops. “How’s that fair?”

      “Life ain’t fair, sweetheart,” he said with a chuckle. “You’ll learn that soon enough.”

      Wasn’t the first time I’d heard that but I decided to stop complaining about it. Wouldn’t change anything. This was our new home and my mom insisted that I was going to love it here. She made it sound like one great big adventure. But she wasn’t the one who had to leave her best friend behind. I spun the purple friendship bracelet on my wrist around and around, wondering what Darcy was doing right now. Probably swimming in the pool at our apartment complex. I sighed longingly, thinking about the summer we’d planned during countless sleepovers. The summer that had been ruined when my mom announced we were moving.

      Derek wrapped his tattooed arm around my mom’s shoulders and kissed the top of her head as the three of us walked up the road to the McCallister’s with me huffing along beside them. For seven whole years, it was just me and Mom, and that was just the way I liked it. Until she married Derek two years ago.

      Now that she had him, I felt like the third wheel.

      Life ain’t fair, sweetheart.

      Ain’t that the truth.

      

      ***

      

      The McCallisters lived in a big stone farmhouse with a wraparound porch on a couple acres of land. We ate on the back porch overlooking a field and a barn with rolling hills in the distance that Patrick McCallister said belonged to a ranch. He was a general contractor and owned a construction company. Judging by the size of their house and all the land, I got the feeling they were a lot richer than us. Within five minutes, the adults were laughing and talking like old friends while I was stuck at the kids’ table with the boys. All four of them.

      Over burgers, corn on the cob, and potato salad, I learned quite a few things about the McCallister boys.

      Number one: Jude McCallister was the most annoying boy in the world. A show-off and a know-it-all, he acted like he was the boss of us.

      Number two: Jude’s cousin Brody had the worst manners of any boy I’d ever met. He chewed with his mouth open and ate his food so fast you’d think it was the first meal he’d had in years. When Jude reached for another ear of corn, Brody stabbed his hand with a fork.

      Number three: Brody had just moved in with the family last month and hadn’t even met his cousins before that. I didn’t know the full story because when I asked where his mom was, Brody said, “It’s none of your damn business.”

      Which had shocked me into silence. A nine-year-old wasn’t supposed to cuss and I told him so.

      “I’m not nine,” he said around a mouthful of food. “I was ten on April tenth.”

      “And I’ll be ten on August twentieth,” Jude said. “When’s your birthday?”

      “May fifth,” I said reluctantly. I’d just turned nine, which meant they were both older than me. Jude, the know-it-all, was quick to do the math.

      “You’re nine months younger than me and thirteen months younger than Brody.”

      Like that made them so superior. It didn’t. They were both going into fourth grade, just like me.

      Gideon was six and all he wanted to do was go inside and watch movies, but his parents said he wasn’t allowed. So he was sulking. Jesse, the baby of the family, was four and all kinds of adorable. He was cute and funny and had us laughing at the goofy things he said.

      Now we’d all finished eating—except for Brody who was on his third helping of strawberry shortcake—and the adults told us to go off and play. Brody wanted to ride the horses but we weren’t allowed to do that without adult supervision so we had to come up with our own fun. Which was how we’d ended up in the field behind the house playing football.

      “You won’t be able to catch it,” Jude the know-it-all said.

      “Brody just caught it. I can too.” I eyed Brody. He was a lot smaller than Jude and kind of scrawny. He had knobby knees and sharp elbows and dark blond hair. Even though he had the same last name, Brody didn’t look like the rest of the blue-eyed, brown-haired McCallister boys.

      Jude shook his head. “Brody’s tough. He’s used to catching a football. You’re a girl. In a dress,” he scoffed, tossing the ball high into the air and catching it in his hands.

      “It’ll knock you on your butt,” Brody said, picking at a scab on his knee. Blood trickled down his calf. Gross.

      “That’s if you can even catch it,” Jude said.

      I wasn’t looking forward to fourth grade at my new school if it meant I’d have to see them every day. Jude was stalling, acting like it was a big deal when it really wasn’t. It was just a football, not a bomb.

      “Just throw the stupid ball. What’s the matter? You scared a girl will catch it?” I taunted.

      Jude snorted like the very idea was ridiculous. “You’re not gonna catch it.”

      I hated the way he sounded so sure, like he knew everything. “Just throw the stupid ball,” I repeated, getting more annoyed by the minute.

      “Okay. But just remember. You asked for it.”

      I rolled my eyes, kicked off my flip-flops and streaked across the field, putting distance between us just like Brody had. “That’s far enough,” he yelled.

      I ignored him and kept on running. He wasn’t the boss of me. When I was good and ready, I stopped running and spun around to face him. Whoa. I’d covered some distance. He was pretty far away. He probably couldn’t even throw a football this far.

      I smirked, imagining the ball falling short. That would teach him to gloat.

      “It’s gonna hurt,” Gideon warned, not even lifting his head from the comic book he was reading. I didn’t think he could read yet, so he was just looking at the pictures. His lips were purple from the grape popsicle in his hand, juice dripping down his arm.

      “That’s if she can catch it,” Jude snickered.

      I’d catch it if it killed me. Besides, I doubted he could throw a football as hard or as far as what they were claiming he could. The ball left his hand and spiraled through the air like a missile headed directly toward me. The sky was so blue and I was staring up at the sun which made it hard to see the ball. Jude’s annoying voice was yelling something but I didn’t hear his words. I was too focused on catching this ball. Concentrating like my life depended on it.

      Next thing I knew, I was flat on my back, all the air knocked out of my lungs. There was an elephant sitting on my chest making it hard to breathe or even move.

      “Is she dead?” That sounded like Jesse. A finger poked my ribs. I played possum.

      “Jude killed Lila?” That would be Gideon. “We’re gonna be in so much trouble.”

      “Let’s get another popsicle.”

      “Yeah. This is boring.”

      A shadow blocked the sun on my face. I opened my eyes and blinked a few times. Blue eyes the color of the wildflowers in the field peered down at my face, too-long brown hair falling over his forehead, his brows drawn together. “Are you okay?” Jude asked, his voice softer than before, tinged with worry.

      I wheezed, trying to catch my breath so I could speak. “I’m fine.”

      “You caught the ball.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. “I did?”

      He nodded and gave me a smile that put dimples in his cheeks. “Sure did,” he said, and I heard the pride in his voice. My stupid heart inflated like a balloon. “Held on to it too.”

      I tilted my chin down to look at the football I was still clutching to my chest. Now it was my turn to gloat. “Well, of course I did. Told you I would.”

      “Your underwear says Saturday,” Brody pointed out, and I couldn’t decide who was more annoying. Him or Jude. “Today’s Sunday.”

      “Pull down your dress,” Jude said gruffly, smacking Brody upside the head. “Don’t look at her underwear.”

      Brody shrugged. “Not my fault she’s wearing a dress to play football. Not my fault she doesn’t change her underwear.”

      I most certainly did change my underwear every day and opened my mouth to protest. But Brody had already darted away and I shut my mouth, not bothering to correct him.

      I vowed to never ever wear a dress again. Ignoring Jude’s outstretched hand, I got to my feet and smoothed my hand over the skirt of the stupid dress.

      “There’s no Sunday,” I mumbled.

      “What?” Jude asked.

      “The underwear. There’s only six in a pack. They skipped Sunday.”

      “That’s messed up.”

      “Yeah.” My cheeks flushed with heat. This was so embarrassing. I cast around for something to do, other than playing football. My hands still stung from catching the ball and my chest was still sore from the hit, but I wasn’t about to admit that.

      “You wanna race?” Last year, I was one of the fastest runners in the third grade, and I knew I could beat Jude and Brody, even in a dress and bare feet. That’s how sure I was.

      “What are we betting?” Brody asked.

      “Question is, what are you willing to lose?” Jude smirked at me.

      So. Annoying.

      “Since you’re gonna lose, let’s make it good.” In my head, I was running through a list of my prized possessions, ready to offer one of them up to the winner. Since I would be the winner, I wouldn’t have to part with anything.

      Jude tilted his head and studied my face. “Truth or Dare?”

      “What?”

      “Pick one.”

      “Dare,” I said quickly, without even stopping to think about it.

      Jude and Brody chose dare too, big surprise. We lined up and Jude checked that the three of us were even.

      Then he snapped his fingers like he’d just remembered something. “Oh hey, you’re not scared of crocodiles, are you?” I searched his face for signs that he was joking but he looked dead serious.

      “I’m not scared of anything,” I said bravely. I was only scared of one thing. Thunderstorms. But I wasn’t about to tell him that. “Why?” I asked, immediately suspicious. I looked around for a swamp or whatever it was that crocodiles lived in but I didn’t see one.

      “Just make sure you win and then you won’t have to worry about it.”

      I followed his gaze to the fence at the bottom of the field. Our finish line. It was pretty far away but I wasn’t too worried about the distance.

      “Are you sure you wanna do this?” he asked, giving me an out.

      I nodded. “I’m positive.”

      “You can have a head start, on account of being a girl and all,” Jude offered.

      “No, thank you.” I crossed my arms over my chest and kept my feet planted on the ground. “I’ll stay right where I am.”

      “You’re not wearing shoes,” Jude said, pointing out the obvious.

      “So what?”

      “That doesn’t make it a fair race.”

      “You’re just scared of getting beat by a girl. I’m fine right here. Even without shoes.”

      Jude looked at me for a minute, then he toed off his sneakers and peeled off his socks so he was barefoot too. Brody did the same. I looked down at their bare feet. “Now it’s fair,” Jude said, and I was surprised he even cared about playing fair but the way he said it made me think it was important to him.

      “On your marks, get set, go!”

      I was off like a shot and I could see from the corner of my eye that I was in the lead. I ran faster than I’d ever run. My lungs were burning, legs and arms pumping. The rough grass and small rocks dug into the soles of my feet, but I ignored the pain and pushed myself to go faster. The fence was within my sights when Jude overtook me. He sprinted past me, running so fast I felt the breeze.

      I lost to Jude by a mile and Brody by a neck. When I reached the boys, Jude was sitting on top of the fence, looking cool as you like. As if he’d been hanging out there for hours and had already gotten bored waiting. He wasn’t even out of breath. Brody threw himself onto the ground and panted like a dog. My legs gave out and my knees hit the ground. I leaned over, my hands planted on the ground, and I tried to breathe.

      I felt like I was going to throw up.

      Mom always said it’s important to be a gracious loser but it stung. Left a bitter taste in my mouth. And now I’d have to pay the price.

      “So what’s the dare?” I’d show them. I’d never back down from a dare.
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      Lila

      

      Jude jerked his thumb over his shoulder. I moved closer to the fence and stared at the creek just over the hill. My stomach dropped and I swallowed hard, trying to push down my nerves.

      “Me and Brody will go with you.” Brody bobbed his head in agreement and climbed the fence, jumping down on the other side and ambling down the hill to the creek.

      “I’ll show you what you need to do,” Jude said, hopping down from the fence to stand beside me.

      I looked over my shoulder to see if our parents were watching but couldn’t see them from here.

      “You need help climbing the fence?” he asked.

      I shook my head. I didn’t want him to think I was a big baby. With a shrug, Jude hopped the fence, making it look so easy. He peered at me through the slats from the other side. “Just crawl through here.”

      “But you didn’t do it that way.”

      “Doesn’t matter how you get to the other side, Rebel. Just as long as you get here.”

      “Rebel?”

      “Yeah. Rebel.” He scowled at me, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. I liked that nickname. Made me sound cool. “Everything I say, you’re always saying the opposite. It’s annoying.”

      “You’re pretty annoying yourself, Mr. Know-It-All.”

      “What I know is that you’re gonna get a splinter.” He eyed my hands as I gripped the rough wood. Ignoring his warning, I pulled myself up and then I realized I had a problem. I was wearing a dress and I needed to straddle the top of the fence to get to the other side.

      “Turn around,” I ordered. “Don’t watch.”

      Surprisingly, he did as I asked. Using all my strength, I tried to pull myself up and sling a leg over the top like he had. But it wasn’t as easy as it looked. I was too small and my arms weren’t strong enough.

      “Oomph.” The wood was digging into my stomach. Not sure how I managed to get in this position with my butt sticking up in the air and my body folded over the fence. All the blood rushed to my head and my feet were dangling down one side, my arms on the other. I reached with my fingers as if I could touch the ground from way up here.

      I heard Jude laughing. “Rebel. That’s no way to climb a fence. Touch your feet back down on the other side and crawl through like I said.”

      Did I listen? Of course not. Instead, I shimmied over the top, kicked up my legs and dove for the ground. Which left me sprawled at his feet with him laughing his head off and all the wind knocked out of me. He was laughing so hard he was doubled over.

      When he finally stopped laughing, he helped me to my feet and I looked down at the scrapes on my knees as I dusted off my hands, hiding the evidence by clasping them behind my back.

      “How big’s the splinter?”

      “I didn’t get one,” I lied.

      He just cocked a brow, not believing me for a minute.

      “Are we allowed to be here? We’re trespassing.”

      Jude grinned, mischief dancing in his blue eyes. “That’s what makes it a dare.”

      “Oh. Right.” I pushed away my fears and followed him down to the creek where Brody was skipping rocks, a tall piece of grass dangling from the corner of his mouth like a cigarette.

      Jude unwound a rope that was wrapped around the thick tree branch and held it out to me. “You have to swing out as far as you can over the water and then come back. Easy.”

      “Watch out for the crocodiles,” Brody said, eying the dishwater brown and bottle green water. The creek was wide, the water running between two dirt banks with scrubby grass and loose gravel.

      “We had a lot of rain. Sometimes the creek gets flooded,” Jude said, scratching his head as if he was puzzled about something. “Not sure how the crocodiles find their way here but they do.”

      There was a loud splash and I jumped back, my hand over my racing heart as Brody doubled over, laughing, a big rock in his hand about the size of the one he’d just thrown.

      “Pretty sure it’s feeding time. Snap snap,” Jude said, moving his hand like it was the jaws of a crocodile.

      I yanked the rope out of Jude’s hand and kept telling myself that they were lying. Just trying to scare me. The rope was thick and knotted and I studied it in my hands, trying to figure out how to get from where I was, out over the water, and back again. I gulped, not wanting to let on that I was scared and had no idea how to do this.

      “Here,” Brody said, wrestling the rope out of my hands. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      “If you want.” I shrugged like it was no big deal. But secretly, I was relieved. Happy that I wouldn’t have to go first.

      Brody backed up until the rope was stretched taut, his hands wrapped around one of the knots. Then he ran and just before he reached the water’s edge, he pulled himself up and wrapped his legs around the rope, swinging wildly above the creek with one arm raised in the air as he whooped and hollered before he flew back and landed on his butt, sending up a cloud of dust that nearly choked me.

      Jude took the rope from him and I watched him do the same thing Brody just had. But Jude’s style was different. He flew like a cannonball, so fast he was a blur and then he was back by my side, both feet planted on the ground, offering me the rope. I got the feeling that there was nothing Jude couldn’t do.

      I’d later learn that he was one of those boys who was good at everything and made it all look easy. Even when it wasn’t.

      My hands were all sweaty and I wasn’t sure what scared me most. The crocodiles or the fear of embarrassing myself by not being able to do it.

      “Can you swim?” Jude asked, his voice low like he didn’t want Brody to overhear.

      I nodded and swallowed hard, tightening my grip on the rope.

      “If you’re scared, it’s okay,” Jude said quietly.

      I turned my head to look at him, trying to decide if he was just being nice or if he was making fun of me. “I’m not scared.”

      “Okay.” He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked. “Whatever you say.”

      I backed up so I had a good amount of space to take a running jump. If I fell I’d end up in the creek. In a dress. With hungry crocodiles ready to eat me. But I couldn’t back down from a dare. Not now that the boys were watching and waiting to see what I’d do.

      So I took a deep breath and I ran and then I was flying through the air. The rope slipped from my sweaty hands and I hit the water with a splash and went down, down, down. This creek was a lot deeper than I’d expected. My arms flailed as the current carried me away.

      Gripped by panic, I forgot how to swim.

      Arms wrapped around me and my head emerged from the water. I coughed, my nose burning from all the water I’d inhaled. My body thrashed, struggling to break free.

      “Stop fighting me.”

      He was treading water, keeping us both afloat, hanging on to me for dear life. His grip was so crushing, it squeezed all the air out of my lungs and I was struggling to breathe.

      “Let me go,” I wheezed. “I can swim.”

      He loosened his hold but still didn’t let go. “Sure could have fooled me. You looked like you were drowning.”

      “I wasn’t drowning. Just let me go.”

      No sooner were my words out when Brody came flying through the air and landed in the water with a big splash that rained drops of water down on our heads.

      Jude released me and I got my wits about me, treading water while the boys horsed around, dunking each other and laughing. I couldn’t help it, I was laughing with them. All thoughts of hungry crocodiles flew right out of my head.

      We took turns swinging from the rope and dropping into the creek. The more times I did it, the easier it was and the braver I got. Jude cautioned me to drop into the water at the deep part or I’d get hurt.

      This time I heeded his advice.

      “Jude McCallister! You have some explaining to do.”

      I pushed my wet hair off my forehead and looked over at Jude’s mom, who was standing on the other side of the fence with her hands on her hips, a look on her face that said she clearly wasn’t happy. My mom was right next to her and wore a similar expression.

      We were in so much trouble.

      

      ***

      

      The three of us trudged to the back porch to face our punishment, creek water dripping from our clothes. We were all questioned. I kept my lips sealed. I wasn’t a tattletale so I didn’t mention it was a dare. Brody didn’t say a word, just stood there looking bored with the whole thing.

      Jude stepped forward. “It was all my fault. My idea. I talked them into it.” His voice never wavered, it was strong and sure, his shoulders squared as he stood tall in the face of the four adults who were acting as our judge and jury.

      “It wasn’t his fault,” Brody said, stepping forward. “I dared him to do it.”

      “Nuh uh.” Not wanting to be left out, I took my place right in the middle of the boys. “It was all my idea. I wanted to see what was on the other side of the fence.” I jerked my thumbs at the boys. “They followed me.”

      Jude snorted. “I’m not a sheep, Rebel. I lead. I don’t follow.”

      “I’m not a sheep either, and I wouldn’t follow you anywhere.”

      “Pretty sure I was the first one down at the creek, waiting on you two,” Brody chimed in.

      We were so busy squabbling over who followed who that we barely heard our punishment. The boys were given chores around the house and so was I. I didn’t even care though. It was worth it.

      After that first day, Jude, Brody, and I were thick as thieves. I spent more time at the McCallister’s house than at my own. Kate stayed home with the kids and didn’t work so she told my mom she’d be more than happy to watch me too.

      That wouldn’t be the last time we got into trouble either. We ran wild and we ran free, and by the end of the summer my skin was tanned to a nut brown and my arms and legs were covered in cuts and bruises.

      One time, Brody found a wasp nest on the side of the barn and got the bright idea that he’d squirt it with the hose. Sure enough, he angered the wasps and they chased after us. All three of us got stung and my arms and back were covered in welts.

      That was the summer I learned how to ride a horse. How to skip rocks in the creek that we weren’t supposed to be anywhere near. How to climb a fence and swing from a rope. On the Fourth of July, we set off fireworks in the back yard and had a bonfire party. We stole a beer from the cooler and hid in the barn, passing it around and taking turns drinking. We’d only taken a few sips each when Jude’s dad caught us and hauled us up to the porch. My mom gave us a lecture about underage drinking and how many brain cells we’d just killed off by drinking those few sips of beer and once again we got punished.

      It seemed like we spent most of that summer shucking corn, peeling potatoes, and cleaning beans while we tuned out yet another lecture.

      One night in August we talked our parents into letting us camp out in a tent in the McCallister’s back yard. Brody slept with a flashlight and I got the feeling he was scared of the dark, even though he’d sooner cut off his arm than admit it. We got sick on junk food and stayed up late telling ghost stories, passing the flashlight around and holding it under our chins to make the stories that much scarier.

      Halfway through the night, I woke up to the sound of thunder and ran to the house so fast, I surely would have beaten the boys if it had been a race. I dove under Jude’s covers on the bottom bunk, my body trembling, and he and Brody joined me not long after. Jude slept with his feet by my head and I complained about how smelly they were. Which prompted him to move his feet right under my nose.

      Secretly, I didn’t care about his smelly feet. I was just glad he and Brody were sleeping in the same room with me. It made the storm less scary and they took my mind off it by telling pickle jokes that were so stupid all I could do was laugh.

      I never wanted that summer to end.

      But like all good things, it did.
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      Jude

      

      “Summer’s over. She’ll be coming back soon,” Brody said, trying to wrestle the suitcase out of my mom’s hands. “I don’t want her to get upset if I’m not ready to go.”

      “Brody,” my mom said with a soft smile. “If your mom comes back, I’ll help you pack—”

      His hands balled into fists. “Not if. When. You said if.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right,” she said. “When your mom comes back, we’ll pack up your things. But until then, you and Jude are sharing a room and we don’t need this suitcase in here, honey. How about we just move it into the attic until you need it?”

      “Yeah, okay. I guess,” he mumbled. “Can I ride Maple Sugar tomorrow?”

      “Of course you can. You can ride her when you get home from school.”

      She tousled his hair like he was another one of her sons and not her nephew.

      I didn’t know where Brody was before he came to live with us but just after Memorial Day weekend, Dad went and picked him up and brought him back to our house. Nobody had heard from his mom since then. But he kept thinking she’d come back to pick him up. Every now and then he’d pack his suitcase so he’d be ready for her. I had a bad feeling that she wouldn’t be coming back and I could tell by the look on Mom’s face that she thought the same thing.

      I’d overheard my parents talking about Dad’s younger sister, Shelby. Dad said she’d gotten messed up with drugs when she was a teen and had always been trouble. He said that Brody was better off living with us and that he’d do everything in his power to make sure we could keep him here.

      But I wasn’t supposed to know any of that, and I wasn’t about to tell Brody that I knew stuff that he didn’t. He missed his mom, I guess, and I couldn’t blame him for it. I’d miss my mom something fierce if she just up and left me like that. It wasn’t something I could ever imagine my mom doing. She loved us too much and said so all the time.

      My mom hugged us and kissed us goodnight and Brody climbed into the top bunk which used to be mine. Mom made me give it to him because she could tell he wanted it. Not gonna lie, that had pissed me off. We had a spare bedroom that he could have moved into but Mom thought he’d be scared to be on his own so now I had to share.

      After making sure the nightlight was on for Brody who claimed he wasn’t scared of the dark but really was, Mom turned off the lights. “Sweet dreams,” she said like she always did before the door closed softly behind her.

      “Jude?” Brody said a few minutes later.

      “Yeah?”

      “You don’t think my mom’s coming back, do ya?”

      I tucked my arms under my head and stared up at the bunk above me even though I couldn’t see him. My mom and dad were always saying that you should never lie. And usually, I prided myself on telling the truth. But something about his tone of voice stopped me from being honest. “Sure I do. She just needed a vacation is all.”

      “Yeah,” he said, letting out a breath as if he’d been holding it, waiting for my answer. “That’s what I think too.”

      We were quiet for a few minutes and I was just drifting off to sleep when he said, “You think Lila’s pretty?”

      I snorted. “No.”

      It was the second time that night I’d lied and I had no idea why I’d done it. I just didn’t want to admit it to Brody, I guess. Lila Turner was a whole lot prettier than Ashleigh Monroe, and all the boys thought Ashleigh was the prettiest girl in our class. But Lila was our friend, she was one of us, and she was mine to protect.

      I’d decided from the day I met her, scared to death that she was going to drown in that creek, that I’d always be there to rescue her and keep her safe. So I didn’t want to think about if she was pretty or not.

      The next day we started school and Lila showed up at the bus stop in a dress. I could tell by the look on her face that she wasn’t happy about wearing it. All summer, except for that first day, she’d been wearing shorts and T-shirts. So it was strange to see her in a light blue dress with white butterflies all over it. Her hair had been brushed which was a big change from the way it usually looked and she was wearing a headband to keep it off her face.

      She looked like… a girl. I was staring, my mouth gaping open.

      “Trying to catch flies?” she asked.

      My mouth snapped shut but I was still staring. No idea why.

      “Stop looking at me,” she snapped, elbowing me in the ribs. The girl had the sharpest elbows. “I look stupid,” she muttered.

      I guess she was waiting for me to say she didn’t but the school bus pulled to a stop in front of us and I didn’t say a word. I climbed onto the bus in front of Brody who tried to shove me out of the way to get on first. Not happening.

      “Jude!” Reese called, his hands cupping his mouth as he shouted to me. “Saved you a seat.”

      I took my seat next to Reese and pretended I didn’t notice that Lila sat at the front by herself. Brody sprawled out on a seat in the back, his feet hanging in the aisle which earned him a smackdown from a few of the older boys. He didn’t back down, so I waded in to help him out and got told off by the bus driver for causing trouble. That was just the beginning of the day, and things went downhill from there, thanks to Brody.

      By lunchtime, all the boys in the fourth grade were talking about Lila’s days of the week underwear and saying she never changed them. I tackled Brody in the playground and he was kicking and punching, laughing like a hyena. He punched me in the face and I punched him back. We both got sent to the principal’s office.

      That night we got lectured at the dinner table.

      “Fighting is not the way to solve problems,” my mom said, looking to my dad for backup. “Isn’t that right, Patrick?”

      My dad looked up from his bowl of chili. “That all depends on the reason for fighting.”

      I smirked. Brody grinned. He was an idiot. He had a black eye and a split lip but he didn’t seem to care. Brody loved to fight and in the short time he’d been here, he’d already picked plenty of fights with me. Now he grabbed another piece of cornbread, slathered it with butter and stuffed half of it in his mouth.

      “Patrick. You’re supposed to be backing me up here.”

      “I seem to remember a time when I got in a fight over you at that bar—”

      “Patrick,” my mom hissed, giving him the eye. “We can’t allow them to fight.”

      My dad nodded and murmured that she was right before he focused on Brody who was always watching my parents like they were an alien species. He didn’t know who his dad was and hadn’t grown up with one so I guess this was all new to him.

      “Brody. No more spreading gossip, you hear? In this house, we treat the ladies with respect. And that goes for anything you say and do outside this house. Understood?” my dad questioned, his voice stern.

      “Yes, sir,” Brody said, a surly expression on his face as he side-eyed me.

      “And Jude…” My dad looked at my mom’s face and repeated the words she always said. “Use your words next time, son.”

      I tried to keep the grin off my face. “Okay.”

      “What’s for dessert?” Gideon asked. “Can I watch TV now?” That was all my brother cared about. Dessert and TV.

      “Can I have ice cream?” Jesse asked, crawling into Mom’s lap and smacking his hands against her cheeks before he kissed her. “You’re so pretty, Mommy.”

      “Such a charmer.”

      “Does that mean I get ice cream?”

      She laughed. “Yes, you two can have ice cream.”

      “What about me?” Brody and I said in unison.

      My mom’s lips pressed into a flat line. She wasn’t happy with us and I knew we hadn’t heard the end of it yet. “You two can clear the table and stack the dishwasher.”

      I jostled Brody out of the way and stacked the plates before he could get to them. I ignored my mom cautioning me to make two trips. I could handle it.

      Brody scowled as he collected the silverware and stabbed me with a fork on our way to the sink, a teetering pile of dishes in my hands. When I didn’t react, he stabbed me again, harder this time. I gritted my teeth as a plate crashed to the terracotta tiles and shattered at my feet.

      “Boys!” my dad shouted, coming to stand in front of us. He took the pile of dishes out of my hands and set them in the sink, then crossed his arms over his wide chest and gave us both the look. The one that said we were testing his patience and if we didn’t stop, there’d be hell to pay.

      “What did your mother say?” he asked me.

      “To make two trips,” I muttered.

      “No allowance for either of you this month. Money doesn’t grow on trees and these plates cost money.”

      “Does that mean we don’t have to do our chores? Since we’re not getting allowance?” Brody asked, his voice hopeful. Like I said, he was an idiot. My dad was a former Marine and when he laid down the law, you didn’t argue with him unless you wanted double the punishment.

      Sure enough, my dad said, “It means you’ll be doing double the chores you usually do. Now do as your mother asked. And try not to break anything.”

      I exhaled loudly as my dad strode away then narrowed my gaze on Brody. He tossed the silverware in the sink, the stainless-steel clattering against the enamel and we trudged back to the farmhouse table to collect the glasses. The rest of the family was on the back porch eating ice cream sandwiches. My favorite.

      “You know why I did it?” Brody asked as I rinsed a plate and handed it to him, not fully trusting that he would get the job done correctly.

      I shrugged like I didn’t care, not wanting to let on that I was curious.

      “Just to prove my point.”

      “What was your point?”

      “You like Lila.”

      He made it sound like I was in love with Lila or something. I scoffed. “No, I don’t.”

      “Sure you don’t.” He snickered. “That’s why you punched me in the face. You wanna hear the funny part?”

      “No.”

      “She thinks it was you.” He cracked up over that one. Unfortunately, it was true. Brody had started the rumor and I’d gotten the blame for it.

      Nobody seemed to care that she had come after me and kicked me in the shin. Just because she was a girl, she got away with it. How was that fair? When I’d laughed in her face, it had only made her angrier.

      Her little hands balled into fists. “I’m going to punch you, Jude McCallister.”

      “Punch me. I won’t even feel it, Minnie Mouse.”

      She’d punched me and I laughed even harder. She was so funny when she got all fired up and sometimes I just pushed her buttons to see what she’d do. Getting Lila all riled up was one of my favorite forms of entertainment. She never failed to deliver.

      That night after Brody fell asleep, I hid all the nightlights in the attic where he’d never venture. I didn’t know why he was such a big baby about the dark.

      In the middle of the night, he woke up screaming and crying and covered in sweat. Dad was the only one who could calm him down. I’d never seen my dad so angry with me as he was that night and I didn’t even understand why. All I’d done was hide the nightlights. It was payback for what Brody had done at school, not to mention making me drop a plate. Seemed only fair.

      Dad told me that Brody had been through a lot of bad stuff in his life and I needed to keep that in mind before pulling pranks. Nobody bothered telling me what kind of bad stuff he’d been through. I was just expected to understand something that made no sense. But after that, I made sure we always had a nightlight in our room.

      I guess you could say that Brody was like a brother to me. Annoying as hell, but he was family. Whenever he got in fights at school, which was often, I was right there by his side. I always had his back, no questions asked. And whenever I needed to work on my passing skills, he spent hours in the back yard with me, going long to catch a pass without once complaining about it.

      And as for Lila… it turned out that Brody was right. I did have a crush on her. But it took me years to admit it or even realize why I acted the way I did around her. In my defense, I was just trying to look out for her like I would for any friend.

      The fact that she happened to be a girl made everything a whole lot more complicated.
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        * * *

      

      Read When the Stars Fall on Amazon, KindleUnlimited, Audiobook, or Paperback!
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