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Chapter 1

Lucinda


 It all started when my long-time gardener retired. When I called for a replacement, I never expected the agency to send me someone who looked like Cole Jordan. He had the kind of looks that put most of Hollywood's leading men to shame, so naturally, I was skeptical. 
"You're not going to quit as soon as you land your first movie role, are you?" I'd asked while trying not to admire his tanned, muscular physique. With his long dark hair flowing free, he was like a modern-day Fabio on my doorstep. 
His face lit up with a million-dollar grin. "Hardly. This is my full-time gig. I'm all about the plants." 
I didn't believe him, of course. Who in this town was all about plants? Everyone was hoping to be a movie star or a rock star; everyone had a headshot or a demo tape to pass along in hopes of finding their fame. 
Cole might have been able to hide it at first, but I knew eventually the truth would come out. 
In the meantime, Momma deserved a little eye candy. 
Most parents longed for the day when all of their children left home and they had an empty nest, but not me. I missed the days when they were younger, when we were all still a family. Now my children were all over the globe, pursuing their dreams and passions just like I’d always encouraged them to. 
With only my household staff to keep me company, things could get lonely. And Cole was easy on the eyes. So one day, I invited him inside for some shade, air conditioning, and a drink. 
"Esther's not going to like me tracking in all this dirt," Cole said, frowning down at his feet. 
I shrugged, leaning against the kitchen island with a cocktail in hand. "She'll manage."
"Thanks for letting me cool off in here, Mrs. Barnes, but I should probably be getting back to work," he said, wiping traces of ice water from his upper lip. His skin glistened with a diamond sheen of sweat, and I fought the urge to lick my lips. 
"Lucinda," I corrected. 
"Pardon?" 
"Call me Lucinda." If I were the type of woman to have any shame, I might have been embarrassed by the way I purred those words at him, but my last scraps of shame had flown the coop eons ago. At this point, I was just trying not to scare him off. 
"Anything else?" he asked, flashing that winning grin my way. 
I started to shake my head, then reconsidered. "Do you do ... interior work?" I asked, my words dripping with unintentional innuendo. I couldn't help it with Cole so close, radiating all his pheromones. I was a woman with needs, and those needs hadn't been met in a very long time. 
Not after my last boyfriend cheated on me and humiliated me in a very public break-up. 
The tabloids sure had a field day with that. 
But sometimes that was the price we had to pay to be a Barnes. For all the fame and fortune, the near-royalty status, there was a trade-off—no privacy, no secrets, and a whole lot of hurtful comments from people who would never meet you. It wasn't always as easy and glamorous as people assumed. I had to be careful about everything I did. I had to calculate every move I made. 
Which was exactly why I knew better than to get involved with the help. But he was so hot.
And at least a decade too young for me. 
"Interior work?" he asked, trying to hide how easily he’d picked up on the innuendo. 
"My indoor plants," I amended. "I'm always forgetting to take care of them. I'd include it with Esther's duties, but she has such a brown thumb that they do better with neglect than her care." 
He chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. For a moment, he didn't look quite so young. He looked like someone with more life experience than I'd given him credit for. 
"All right, sure. I can do that. But you're going to have to show me where they all are." 
I bit my tongue, forcing myself to keep things professional. It was hard enough to find an agency willing to deal with the film crews; I didn't need to burn that bridge because I couldn't keep it in my pants around my new hot gardener. 
Instead of any more innuendo, I gave Cole a very chaste tour of my Beverly Hills home, pointing out all the plants he'd be tending to. At the end of the tour, we stopped at the back door. 
"I'll have Esther get you a key so you can come in whenever you need to. And please, feel free to come cool off or grab a drink whenever you'd like." 
"Thank you, Lucinda. I appreciate your generosity." 
Well, that was a first. No one had ever accused me of being generous before. 
Before too long, Cole had become a feature in my house, rummaging through my fridge, walking around without a shirt on, hair unfurled, muscles glistening—he had to know what he was doing. Even if he did, he never came onto me. Sure, we chatted now and then—he was surprisingly easy to talk to—but he was never flirtatious. I wasn't either. After my last heartbreak, I wasn't eager to be humiliated by a younger man again. 
Of course, there was no telling that to my girls when they were over. 
"Mom," Dynassy hissed the moment I entered the room. She and Ivy shared a look between them that set off my mom alarms. Always outnumbered, I had to be on the defensive with my children. It was too easy for them to gang up on me. "That gardener is hot." She said it in an accusatory way, one hand on her hip. Ivy looked torn between shock and amusement. 
"Why didn't you tell us you have a new boy toy?" Ivy asked. 
I rolled my eyes, scoffing, "You two have no idea what you're talking about. He's an employee, and nothing more." 
"Uh-huh," Dynassy said, unconvinced. 
"Is he doing an adequate job trimming your bush?" Ivy asked, fighting off laughter. Dynassy snickered too, and I could feel the heat creeping up the back of my neck. I didn't want them to see me actually blush. 
"That's incredibly immature, Ivy. Even for you," I answered, satisfied when her jaw dropped, all the laughter gone. 
"Are you both coming to my launch party next week?" I asked. My jewelry line was getting an expanded distribution to tens of thousands of stores across the globe, and I was still trying to get used to being the one in the spotlight. For the last thirty years, my whole life had been about the fame and reputation of others. First, with Ziggy, my rock star husband, and then with my kids—getting Nick on the best teams, booking Dynassy the most prestigious fashion shows, making sure the twins only played the biggest arenas—and even though I'd spent a lot of time pulling the strings to make other peoples' careers happen, I'd never really taken the time to focus on my own brand. 
Now that there was no more Barnes Bunch, it was time for Lucinda to carve her own path. But for once in my life, I wasn't sure exactly what that path should be. It was always so easy when it was for my children. 
"Bridger and I already have plans with the surrogate," Dynassy said, giving me the fake pout she reserved for the times she wasn't sorry at all. 
"And Russ and I are taking Jaci fishing—" 
I looked at Ivy like she'd grown an extra head. 
"There's this big tournament that she's never gotten to join because of her health. It's this whole three-day thing," she said, waving her hand dismissively. 
I shook my head. I didn't think I'd ever understand Ivy's attraction to the rugged lifestyle of her mountain man. I could understand being attracted to Russ—I was the one who'd hired him back in the day, after all—but spending her off-tour time in Utah? That was beyond comprehension. 
"Really? Neither one of you are coming?" I asked, trying not to show how heartbroken I was. All the times I was there to celebrate their every achievement, and they couldn't show up for my one? "There won't be any camera crews. Just a small, private affair," I said, hoping to sway them. If I showed my disappointment, they'd only accuse me of trying to manipulate them. They always thought the worst of me. 
"Sorry, Mom," Dynassy said, her pout only marginally more sincere. 
"There will be plenty of people there," Ivy assured me. "You won't even notice we're missing." 
As confident as she sounded, it was almost easy to fall for it, but I was in for a rude awakening the day of the party. 
Or what should've been my party. 
One sad old woman alone in her mansion hardly made for a party. There was a champagne bottle from the jewelry company I was collaborating with, but it seemed like a cruel joke now. I was supposed to be celebrating, but I had no one to celebrate with. 
No one who cared about me enough to even share in my high points. 
How had things gotten this bad? 
I perked up at the sound of the door opening—maybe one of my kids had decided to join me after all—but instead of any of the Barnes kids, it was Cole approaching through my dining room. 
He stopped at the doorway, eyes going from my designer gown to the bottle of champagne sitting in front of me. 
"Celebrating something?" he asked, arching one unruly eyebrow. 
"I thought I was." I sighed, sinking down onto the chaise. Everything I'd worked for, and not a single person appreciated it. I eyed the bottle of champagne, then my gorgeous gardener. I could ask him to join me for a glass, but that seemed too pathetic, even for me right now. This night had been humiliating enough without adding rejection to the mix.  
"Did you change your mind?" he asked.
"No. But as you can see, no one else has deigned it worth celebrating." 
Cole crossed his arms over his chest, frowning while his biceps bulged, calling out to me, begging me to touch them. I felt like Sleeping Beauty being drawn toward the cursed spinning wheel. I knew it was a bad idea, but my fingers had a mind of their own, and they didn't want to listen to reason. 
"Since when do you let what other people think stop you?" he asked. 
A humorless laugh escaped, and I shook my head. "You have no idea." 
His frown deepened. "Maybe I don't, but you're strong as hell—and impressive as hell—and you don't let anything keep you down." 
"Do you want to join me?" I asked, reaching for the champagne bottle. 
"I'm a little underdressed." He looked down at his dirty jeans and t-shirt with cut-off sleeves. 
I was sorely tempted to tell him to just lose all the clothes, but I did still possess some self-control. I might not be able to stop myself from looking at him like a piece of meat on display in a butcher's case, but I could stop myself from licking the glass.  
"I could change if it would make you more comfortable," I offered. 
He looked me over, and it was my turn to feel like the prize steak on display. Especially in the silk gown that was tailored to my every curve. It had a modest neckline, but a low back and a high slit. There was more than enough on display for Cole to admire, and it certainly seemed like he was admiring it. 
"Lucinda, I think I'd feel underdressed next to anything from your closet," he said. "How about a compromise? It's a nice night; want to go for a swim?" 
It was a bold move on his part, but it was hard to resist the charm of his smile. 
"Oh, I don't know about that," I deflected. I've put a lot of work into maintaining my figure, but what woman isn't a little insecure about an attractive man seeing her in a bathing suit? Especially when that attractive man was much younger than her. I doubted the women Cole typically went for had stretch marks, wrinkles, or even cellulite. 
I'd be a fool to try to peacock around him. 
Cole responded by pulling his dirty t-shirt over his head, his taut muscles glistening in the warm, dimmed light. He'd been shirtless in my home many times, but typically he was just passing through, looking for a cold drink. And always during daylight hours. 
Having him half-naked in my house after dark certainly made things more interesting. 
"Come on," he said, firm, insistent. "Keep me company." He grinned, then headed toward the glass doors which led to the pool. In the doorway, he dropped his jeans, leaving only a pair of firetruck red boxer briefs hugging his tight ass. 
I bit back a groan, all my insecurities forgotten. 
Mama needed a piece of that. 
Halfway out of my evening gown, I heard him splash into the pool, and my heart stuttered. I didn't want to give myself time to back out—I'd certainly done wilder things than this in my youth—but even in my rush, I grabbed a sheer cover-up to hide my 'problem areas.'
Watching him emerge from the surface of the water, his hair slicked back from his rugged face, I nearly stumbled, my knees weak. And then he smiled at me, and I started searching for that bottle of champagne. 
"Join me, the water's fine," he said after I popped the cork and poured us both a glass. 
I hesitated long enough that he swam up to the edge of the pool, looking up at me with mischief in his eyes. 
"You're not stalling, are you?" 
"Why would I do that?" 
His grin never faltered. "Good. Get in here with me." 
There was a commanding edge to his tone that I didn't entirely mind. I was always the one in charge, always the one making every decision for everyone. My immediate reaction was wondering who the hell he thought he was, bossing me around—that was my brain's response, at least. My body had a different answer, warmth trickling through me and settling in a warm knot of desire in my lower belly. 
I took a steadying breath, slowly undid the tie on my cover-up, and then slipped it over my shoulders, letting it puddle at my feet. 
Cole didn't cringe or look away. 
"I hope you don't mind me saying so, but you look incredible in that suit." There was a hungry look in his eyes that was hard to mistake, but I couldn't help but think about how much better a woman his age would look. No matter how many hours I'd put into the gym or how much I’d spent at the plastic surgeon's office, there was no real way to turn back time. There were some signs of aging that no amount of expensive creams could mask. 
But in the water, I would be far less exposed. 
"I didn't realize you can actually see some stars out here," he said as I slipped into the water. 
When was the last time I paid any attention to the sky? The lights of L.A. drowned out everything else, but up here in the hills, there were some pinpricks of light, whether stars or satellites, I couldn't say. 
"You're not normally here after dark," I answered, again hearing that unintentional innuendo in my voice. Though, with the two of us alone in my swimming pool, could I really still call it unintentional?
"No," he agreed. "I set up some new lights in the front garden and wanted to make sure they were all aimed in the right places." 
"I'm glad you were here," I admitted, swimming a little closer. There was a lot of open water around us, but not much between us. 
"Me too. I'm sorry no one came to your party." 
I shrugged. "I think I prefer that they don't pretend to care. I wish my children could be genuinely happy for me, but I'll take their absence over their fakery any day." 
He nodded his understanding. "Still, it can't be easy having no one to celebrate your big milestones with." 
"Thank goodness for you," I said, lifting my champagne to him. When he climbed out of the pool to pour us both a refill, there was no mistaking the bulge in his boxer briefs. 
Not just a bulge. A very solid outline of his erection. 
I tried to avert my eyes, to look anywhere else around my sprawling grounds which he'd so masterfully designed and planted, but I couldn't. My gaze was glued to his crotch, and before I could snap myself out of my stupefied daze, he caught me staring. 
"You're an incredibly attractive woman, Lucinda," he said, unashamed. We were both adults. Why play coy or beat around the bush? 
I climbed out of the pool, dripping with every step. 
"You're not so bad yourself," I answered, taking the champagne flute he’d offered and setting it aside. "You know, when my daughters saw you, they were convinced we were sleeping together." 
"Is that right?" he asked, smirking, his voice low and warm. Rumbly. It vibrated through me to my very bones. 
"Yes," I answered, a little breathless, a little dizzy. Despite me having a decade or two on him, Cole made me feel vulnerable, nervous, like a young virgin not sure what to do with herself. 
But I was far from a virgin. 
"They refused to believe otherwise." 
He nodded thoughtfully. "Maybe they could sense the tension between us." 
My breath hitched, and I licked my lips, nodding along. This was dangerous territory, but we were past the point of no return. It was too late to worry about the ramifications when I was in my bathing suit and his erection was only two inches and two layers of wet fabric away from being pressed against me. 
"Well, if everyone's going to assume anyway..." I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper. 
"We might as well do what they're accusing us of," he finished. 
He'd read my mind. 
Or my body. 
Either way, those two inches were gone in a moment, and Cole was pressed tight against me, his strong, calloused hand on the back of my neck, his lips descending, warm breath coming a moment before the fireworks. 
His hand was firm on the back of my head, his kiss assertive and in-charge. This was a man without any doubts, without any hesitation or worries. 
I let myself melt into him, my hands sliding over his slick skin, touching parts of him that had taunted me from afar. He was an Adonis, but not in the juiced-up way of most muscly guys in Hollywood. Cole's muscles were from moving heavy loads of dirt, from wrangling trees and rocks into place, and as a result, he was far more solid than the guys who’d built muscle for show. He was practically made of stone himself. 
And it felt so good to let him support me when my knees finally buckled. He groaned and pulled me up against him closer, one hand gripped tight on the crease where my butt and thigh met. There was one part of this marble statue that was even harder than the rest, and I couldn't resist sliding my hand between us. He froze the moment my fingers slipped around him, then he let out a guttural growl that sent shivers all the way to my toes. 
"Inside," he said. Not a question. 
I grinned, pulling free of his grip, practically skipping into the house, my heart doing a tap-dance the whole time. I peeled my bathing suit off, leaving it in a wet heap that Esther would have to take care of in the morning. I wasn't thinking about the morning or Esther, though. I was entirely focused on Cole as he stalked toward me, stunningly gorgeous in his nakedness. 
"Sit," he commanded, walking me back toward a plush chair in the living room. I nearly protested—I was still soaking wet, and I didn't want to ruin the upholstery—but I didn't. The fiercely hungry look in his eyes stopped every last one of my protests. Screw the upholstery. 
"Lay back," he added, almost impatient that I was perched on the edge of the seat with my knees primly pressed together. I wanted to throw myself at him, to give him everything he desired and more—but there was a game here. A chase we both wanted. 
I took a deep breath, trying to keep my whole body from trembling as I laid back on the chaise, completely nude, fully exposed. All the interior lights were warm and soft, as flattering as possible—of course—but I still had a moment of pause. What if he found wrinkles or spots I didn't know about? 
It was hard to think any of that mattered with the way he stared at me. He was a chef, and I was A5 Wagyu—he was ready to create a masterpiece, and I was just begging to be devoured. 
"Do you have any idea how stunning you are?" he asked, taking it all in. He wasn't focusing on the old standards either. His eyes traveled over my face, my shoulders, and down my arms to my hands. He looked straight down at my toes in front of him, then he worked his way up my calves, his hands following suit. 
"You don't have to say things like that," I told him. "You already have me naked." As beautiful and desirable as I felt under his appreciative gaze, I couldn't help but focus on how young and attractive he was. I knew he could have his pick of women. 
But he's here with you, a voice chimed in. 
"I know," he groaned. "Which is why I can't help telling you how sexy you are." His gaze fell back to his hands on my ankles, both traveling upward, his rough hands making me squirm with anticipation. They moved up to my knees, pushing them apart. To my thighs, spreading them further. He got down between them and gingerly slid his hand to the junction of my thighs. 
"Why can't I resist having a taste," he purred, his tongue darting out, just the tip touching my sensitive, heated flesh. Just enough to get a bit of my wetness on his tastebuds. His tongue touched me again, and a jolt of pleasure shot straight to my toes before boomeranging through the rest of my body. 
I threaded my fingers through his hair, holding him between my legs, grinding against his tongue, all my shyness and minor insecurities forgotten in search of the ecstasy his tongue promised. 
Cole wasn't just good with his hands. He was an expert with that tongue, and I could've let him stay between my legs for hours and hours—I might have, if I wasn't so eager for more. His hands slid up over my stomach, calloused fingers closed in on my nipples, pinching, twisting, making me gasp and grind against him harder. 
He turned me into a thoughtless creature, only seeking out more of the delicious pleasure he had to offer. My legs shook, my toes curled, and for a brief moment, I hoped he was able to breathe, but that thought was short-lived, chased away by the tidal wave of my orgasm. I moaned and writhed; I might've even cried out his name—it was all a blur. A haze of intense euphoria that I'd never reached without the help of two lovers and some illicit substances. 
And Cole kept going. He didn't stop just because I came. He dragged it out, stretching the aftershocks out with his dancing fingers and persistent tongue. 
I struggled to catch my breath, to find my voice again, but finally I was able to tap him on the shoulder. 
"Cole...You have to ... stop," I gasped, each lick another bolt of electricity through my overly sensitive nerves. 
He looked up from between my thighs, grinning. "Do I?" 
I nodded. "Too much. Let me cool down." I let out a heavy breath, slowly sinking back down to Earth. 
"Let's go upstairs," he suggested. 
There was no doubt in my mind what 'upstairs' meant, and it took everything in my power to not rush up there, dragging him behind me. I couldn't remember the last time I was this turned on, this horny. By the time we’d reached the master bedroom, it was too much to take. Kissing the whole time, I nudged him back toward the bed, guiding him down to the mattress, letting my hands explore every bit of his nakedness. 
I'd waited long enough to enjoy this. I wasn't going to deprive myself any longer. I climbed astride him, flattening my palms on his granite chest, leaning forward to kiss him again as I shifted my body into position. 
He was an incredible kisser. Gentle, yet firm, sensual, but not too much tongue. Part of me felt like a teenager again, wanting to make out with him for hours on end. But I wasn't a teenager anymore, and the things I’d wanted to do with Cole were far more adult. 
I held myself in place, poised just a breath away. Cole's eyes mirrored all the need and anticipation that I felt. His hands rested on my hips, and every so often, his fingers twitched, like he wanted to squeeze much harder and pull me down onto him. That look was all I needed. No words. No questions. 
I made a slight adjustment, and suddenly we were together. He was buried inside me, and everything was warm and wonderful. 
"Oh God," he groaned. 
I couldn't answer, but I agreed with the sentiment. 
From that point, my body had a mind of its own. It knew what to do, and my brain completely shut off to give in to the moment. To the rush of sensations and the joy of being with Cole. I took it slow at first, but it wasn't long before his hands started guiding me. Then his hips were thrusting up into me, harder and harder. 
Cole's patience only lasted so long. He flipped us over, pinning me to the bed, manifesting all the youthful vigor I'd expect from a man his age. It was hard, fast, and intense, and I found myself wrapping my legs around him, trying to draw him in closer, trying to keep him trapped there. I'd lost count of the orgasms because they didn't seem to slow him down, and my brain was turning to mush from it. He kissed me hard, right before his body shuddered, his release sending a whole new wave of bliss through me. 
"Wow," he exhaled, flopping next to me, his chest heaving and shiny from sweat.
"Mhm," I agreed, panting right alongside him. 
He rolled onto his side, propping up on his elbow to kiss me. "You're incredible." 
"Likewise," I answered, trying to push away the butterflies in my stomach. Why did he have to look so sincere when he said things like that? 
"I don't know about you, but I could use a glass of water," he said after another moment of recovery. 
"I could go for a drink," I agreed, struggling to get my jellied limbs to respond. My throat was feeling rough, though, and I didn't want to have a dry mouth if we started kissing again...
The 'if' was most certainly a 'when,' and by the time we got down to the kitchen, we'd already taken a couple of kissing breaks along the way. It was a big house. 
There was something else I’d realized by the time we got to the kitchen: Cole was already hard again. I finished half my glass of water before commenting on it. 
"Didn't get enough?" I teased, licking my lips while I eyed him. 
"Of you? Definitely not," he answered, unashamed. He had no reason to be bashful after the performance he’d put on. "Have you had enough?" 
"Oh, I'm thoroughly satisfied, if that's what you're asking. But if you're wondering if I want more..." 
He grinned, stepping toward me. "I'm ready when you are, Lucinda." His voice was low and rumbly. Almost dangerous. 
It made me want him so bad I was dizzy. 
"Now is good," I answered, breathless. 
"Oh yeah?" 
Before I could respond, he had me turned around, facing the counter. I tried to brace myself with my hands, but he grabbed my wrists, forcing me all the way down, holding onto both of my wrists with one of his big hands. 
"Spread those pretty thighs for me," he said, more of a command than a request. Desire shot through me, throbbing in my veins, my skin practically on fire. 
I widened my stance, and Cole used his free hand to reach around my front, circling my clit, and driving me insane. Being trapped like that, unable to see what he was doing next, it was maddening for the part of me that wanted to control everything. 
But I knew there was no getting out of it. Not without putting an end to everything that was going on. And I didn't want to end it. 
I didn't even want to get out of his firm grip. 
Truth was, I liked letting him manhandle me and take charge. I liked him having this complete control of me. For once, I got to turn off that controlling part of my brain because there was nothing I could do. That was a freedom like I'd never had. 
Bent over my kitchen counter, my face against the cold granite, my arms completely trapped and helpless—that was where I’d felt freest. That had to say something about me, but I didn't care. All I cared about was how good Cole felt, how much I wanted him. Needed him. Every inch. Every breath. Until we were both crying out together, our bodies completely in tune. 
As he released my wrists, he bent down to kiss the tender spots, the warmth of his breath sending goose bumps racing up my arms and down my legs. 
"That was..." I breathed, slowly picking myself up. 
"Really hot?" he offered, helping me to my feet as he pulled me in for a kiss. 
"Definitely." 
"You're really hot," he said, sliding his hands over my hips, back to my butt, then squeezing. "Let me put you on the counter. I need a snack." 
I laughed, but he didn't. He was serious. 
"Do you ever get tired?" I asked, incredulous.
He grinned. "Wanna find out?" 
By the time I'd cried uncle on the countertop, Cole was hard and ready to go again. This was what I got for being with a young, healthy guy. 
Good God, it was nice. Not just the many, many orgasms but feeling desirable. Beautiful. Wanted. I couldn't get enough of it because I didn't know when I'd get it again. I had to soak it all up while I could. 
Eventually, even the Energizer Bunny ran out of juice; I was actually grateful for the break when Cole finally passed out in bed next to me. He still had a bit of my hair wrapped around one of his fingers while he slept, a dreamy, peaceful expression tugging at my heartstrings. 
Once the afterglow of all those orgasms wore off, though, the reality of the situation hit me. 
This was bad. 
Cole could ruin me if he’d wanted. I didn't need another tabloid scandal right now, and he had plenty to blackmail me with. 
Watching him sleep, it was hard to imagine him stooping so low. 
I had been fooled before, though. 
I felt the beginnings of a migraine coming on as I slipped out of bed and headed to the shower. 
"Oh, Lucinda," I sighed, my wrinkles much more prominent in the harsh light over my bathroom mirror. "You've really done it this time." 




Chapter 2

Lucinda


 "All right, I changed the filter above the stove and fixed that squeaky hinge on your bathroom door," Cole said, grabbing a cold water out of the fridge while giving me an appreciative look up and down. I didn't typically wear pants that were this tight around the house, but I'd been enjoying watching Cole drool over me during working hours. 
I enjoyed him expressing all that pent-up energy afterward even more. 
The man had an insane amount of stamina. Not that I was complaining. Within a couple of weeks of our impromptu pool party, Cole had made my toes curl in every room of my palatial home. More than once. 
I hadn't been this sexually active since... Well, since before the twins were born. Before I'd lost both of my lovers in a terrible, tragic accident. I'd always had a healthy sexual appetite, but Cole took it to another level. I was insatiable, and he had more than enough to offer. It was a wonder neither of us had injured ourselves with all the activity. 
Not that I had any intentions of slowing down. He was an incredible lover. 
"There's a light in the foyer that's flickering," I said, my hip cocked against the counter where he'd licked me until my legs were jelly just last night. 
He shook his head. "You ever think of getting a house manager?" 
"Why? I have you." 
He laughed, but he was still shaking his head. "Well, if you want me doing all this other stuff, you're going to need another gardener." 
"That's fine," I answered with a shrug. "I like having you in the house anyway." 
"Mmm," he answered, closing the distance between us with two long strides. The air between us grew hot and dense, every breath taking a great effort. "I'll do all the interior work you want, but I'm not letting someone else mess up my design. I have big plans for Fall." 
"You do?" 
He shrugged, scratching the back of his head, suddenly sheepish. "I know we don't get real seasons here, but I thought you'd like a change in the color palette. More reds and oranges, darker greenery—" 
I kissed him mid-sentence. What did it matter if it was during working hours? He wasn't going to get into trouble—I was his boss. 
And I couldn't resist. That look he got in his eyes when he talked about plants was so endearing. There was no doubt that he truly loved the work he did. He poured every bit of himself into doing the best he could, and he was proud of what he did. It had been so long since I'd been with a man with that kind of passion. Not since Ziggy. 
And Ray, I guess... 
Thinking of those two again did a pretty good job of killing the mood. Thinking of those two made me think of my kids. Specifically, Leo. 
Ever since he'd learned the truth about his paternity, he'd shut me out of his life. There were many times in the past when my relationship with my children had been strained and tested, but I never thought one of them would wind up hating me so much. 
But there was no denying that was what it was. Leo hated me. I'd tried to reach out, to explain to him, but he wouldn't listen. He didn't want to forgive me, so he wouldn't risk hearing anything that might nudge him in that direction.
I tried to swallow back the emotion that was suddenly rising up, trying to cover up how my mind had wandered even while Cole's hand was sliding over my ass, drawing me nearer. 
The doorbell broke us apart before Cole could see how distracted I was. 
Esther got the door, and by the time Dynassy and Bridger came into the kitchen, Cole and I were far enough apart that no one would suspect a thing. Unless they saw the hint of my lipstick still on his bottom lip. 
"Dynassy! Bridger! This is a surprise," I said, going in for a big hug. Dynassy was possibly the only child of mine who didn't hate me at the moment, and it was nice to see her, even if she had interrupted what promised to be a very nice afternoon delight.
"We have big news, and I thought it would be best to share it in person," Dynassy said, flushed and breathless like she'd raced in. She reached back for Bridger's hand, and they both wore the same cautious smile. Cole was invisible. To them, he was just my gardener coming in for a drink. There was no reason to involve him in the conversation. It was up to me to fix that and bring him into the fold. 
Instead, I focused on my daughter. "What news?"
Cole grabbed his water off the counter and cut me a look before he left, not speaking up to excuse himself. Guilt twisted in the bottom of my stomach, but I didn't stop him. I hated feeling like I'd relegated him back to being 'the help,' but I didn't have time to dwell on that with Dynassy standing in front of me, looking ready to burst with excitement. 
Dynassy and Bridger exchanged a look, both grinning. 
"We're pregnant!" Dynassy squealed, dancing on the spot. 
I chuckled. "With the surrogate? I know, sweetheart." 
"No," she laughed. "I am pregnant. Four months along now." 
"The doctor was right," Bridger chimed in. "As soon as we had everything lined up with the surrogate and relaxed and stopped trying so hard..." 
"BAM!" Dynassy said, sliding her hand over her stomach protectively. 
I could see it then. Dynassy was a world-class supermodel and had always been gorgeous, but now she had that maternal glow about her. 
"Wow! So you're going to have two babies?" 
"Crazy, right?" she laughed. "So, obviously we're going to have our hands full and won't be able to run the business anymore. Bridger's found a buyer in the UK, but there are still a lot of details to iron out, so he's going to fly out there to help all that go smoothly." 
"And we're trying to get some last-minute renovations done now that we have an extra on the way," Bridger added. 
"Do you think it would be okay if I stayed here until the baby comes?" Dynassy asked, still with one hand on her belly,  even though she was as slim as ever. 
"Yes, of course!" I answered without thinking. The moment I did think, it was about Cole and what having a houseguest would do to our little affair. 
There certainly wouldn't be any more sex on the kitchen counter, that was for sure. That was just going to have to be the sacrifice I made in order to get closer to my daughter. My kids hadn't been my biggest fans these last few years, but I could get it right with one of them, at least. I hadn't completely screwed things up with Dynassy. 
And there was nothing more exciting than a new baby. I was going to have another grandchild! 
Did Cole know he was sleeping with a grandmother? Would he care? 
How long would it be before he lost interest and wanted someone his own age? Someone he could start a family with, grow old with...
"I'll have Esther get your old room ready," I said, giving Dynassy another tight hug. Out of the corner of my vision I could see one of the windows overlooking the garden. Cole was trimming hedges, forehead gleaming with sweat. 
Was I a fool for thinking we could be anything other than a fling? 
He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead, and our eyes locked. My heart jumped to my throat, and my body instantly reacted to that smoldering gaze. 
It couldn't be over. Not yet. I'd just have to figure something out. 




Chapter 3

Cole


I slipped away while Lucinda was talking to her daughter and son-in-law. I didn't think anyone even noticed me leaving. The moment other people showed up, I was invisible again. 
That suited me just fine. I'd never liked the spotlight. 
It did sting to see how quickly Lucinda had forgotten all about me, though. I'd expect for the others to just see me as the help, but I thought she saw something else. A naïve part of me even thought she might introduce me. Include me. 
Maybe that was my mistake. A woman like Lucinda didn't get involved with a guy like me. She might fool around, but it was never going to be anything serious. We were from different worlds. She was inside her climate-controlled mansion in her skin-tight white pants, and I was baking in the Californian sun, covered in dirt. It was a miracle our paths had ever crossed to begin with; it would be greedy to expect anything more. 
No use mourning what could've been. I had a job to do. There were bushes to trim, edging to touch up, pruning and transplanting—Lucinda had a large lot to work with and had given me complete creative control. It was a dream job, and jeopardizing it by sleeping with the boss had been a dumb move to begin with. 
She was incredibly hot, though. Fearless. Experienced. I loved every minute I was with her, and I couldn't stop thinking about when I'd be able to have her again. 
Or if I would be able to. 
Through one of the windows, I caught her eye, wiped sweat off my brow, and went back to clipping with a lump in my throat. I didn't want to think about it being over.  
I'd been on my own for a long time, and I'd adjusted to being a loner, but seeing Lucinda with her family brought up things I thought I'd buried a long time ago. I was happy to see her getting along with them after she'd told me a little about the rocky situation with her kids, but part of me was jealous too. 
Not having a family had been a conscious decision. When I was younger, I had my hands full with my mom and brother, but as I got older, I realized having kids didn't appeal to me. Nothing against them, but that life wasn't for me. 
Which was partially why I was so drawn to Lucinda. 
I couldn't stop trying to catch a peek of her through the window like a lovesick puppy. Before I made an ass of myself, I decided to get out of there, clear my head, get some space. 
I could accomplish all of those things—on the clock even—with one stop to my favorite place. 
Alfonso's Nursery was a couple acres of emerald paradise tucked away in a secret corner of Los Angeles. There was everything from small potted houseplants to mature palm trees with all the statuary, water features, and hardscaping one could ever want. It was a wonderland for a guy like me, and I could—and often did—spend hours walking up and down every row, mentally planning beds and layouts in my head. 
There was a shopping list a mile long for my Fall plans, but I wasn't looking for anything in particular as I perused. I just wanted to clear my head. To fill my nose with the scent of fresh growth instead of Lucinda's intoxicating jasmine and citrus perfume. 
If I closed my eyes, I could still smell it, even surrounded by fragrant roses. 
Somehow, that woman had gotten under my skin, and I didn't know what I was going to do about it. 
"Aren't they so beautiful?" said a stranger behind me. A woman, probably a few years younger than me. She was attractive in that generic Instagram model kind of way—wavy blonde hair, a sundress that barely skimmed the middle of her thighs, and a tattoo of watercolor flowers going down one arm. She smiled at me and pushed her oversized sunglasses up to the top of her head as she leaned in to take a deep breath of the rose-perfumed air. 
"I really love these multi-colored ones," she added, fingers gently caressing a peach and fuchsia blossom. "What's your favorite?" 
She looked over to me with big blue eyes, and I knew if I wanted to, if I put in the barest amount of effort, I could take her home with me. She was practically offering herself on a platter, but I had no intention of biting. 
"Always thought roses were overrated, to be honest." 
Her smile deflated, and I could see her trying to pivot, the gears in her head turning. 
It looked like a struggle. Lucinda wouldn't struggle like that; she was always quick with a comeback. 
Damn it. I was thinking about her again. Wishing she were here with me. I'd show her my favorite plumerias and oleander, watch her eyes light up at the bright pinks and neon oranges...
"I can't decide between these two. Which do you think I should go with?" the Instagram girl asked, looking at a pair of neighboring plants. 
"I think I saw an employee by that frog statue. They could probably help you figure it out," I told her, heading for the bromeliads. I'd need a whole truckload of them for my Fall plans. 
The girl in the sundress stared at me with her jaw slack, as if she was waiting for me to turn, crack a smile, and let her in on the joke. 
I just kept walking. 
It wasn't the first time I'd been hit on like that. Typically I was politer, though I rarely flirted back. I didn't have any interest in that kind of thing. I didn't need more complications in my life, and I certainly didn't need some young girl who wanted to have babies. 
Lucinda was different. Lucinda was...
Done with you, a voice in my head supplied. 
If it had been someone saying it to my face, I might've punched them. Couldn't exactly attack the voice in your head, though. That asshole got away with everything. But was it right? Lucinda wanting to keep our thing on the down-low didn't mean she wanted it to end. I didn't need to jump to any conclusions. I was enjoying my time with her, and whatever she wanted, whatever happened, I'd be okay with it. 
After placing a plant order worth more than I made in a year, I decided to head home. I'd done enough for one day, and despite Lucinda's cold shoulder earlier, I didn't expect she was going to fire me without me doing something egregious. Cutting out a couple hours early wouldn't be enough to do it.
Hell, with her daughter there, she probably wouldn't even notice that I’d left. 
The last couple of weeks had been nice. Working during the day, watching her undress me with her eyes and parade around in ever-more revealing clothes, then unwinding with a drink and a few orgasms afterward. It wasn't what I'd call dating, but it was enjoyable. 
And I didn't want it to be over so soon. So suddenly. 
I didn't expect I'd be drinking alone again so soon. 
At least there was one person who'd never let me be too lonely—the moment I opened the front door to my apartment, he was there to greet me. 
"Meow," he said before taking a couple steps closer to rub his orange head against my shin. 
"Hey, buddy." I knelt to pet him, scratching behind his ears and under his chin until he was purring. 
He rubbed his face against my bent knee, then stretched and stood up with his paws on my leg. 
"Yes, come on you big baby," I answered, groaning as I stood up with him in my arms. At nearly seventeen pounds, Max was not a small cat. There was a lot of fluff, but a lot of meat on his bones too. 
I found Max on a job site a few years ago, right after my mom had  lost her battle with ALS and my brother relapsed yet again. He seemed to come into my life at just the right time, a tiny pitiful mewing coming from a drainage pipe. 
For the first few months, I took him with me everywhere. He perched on my shoulder while I got up on ladders and down into tight spaces. Eventually he'd gotten too big for me to take out on every job, but that didn't mean he'd outgrown being carried around like a little baby. He nuzzled against my neck, purring even louder. He always seemed to be extra happy to see me on the days I went to the nursery. Probably all the extra smells I brought home. 
"How'd things go here?" I asked, wiping some gunk from the corner of his eye. "You hold down the fort okay? Didn't nibble on any leaves, did you?" He started licking the side of my face, his sandpaper tongue making me scrunch up my face, eyes squeezed shut. By the time his tongue got to my ear, I had to stop him. 
"That's enough. I'll go shower if I'm that dirty. You want dinner first?" 
"Mrow," he answered, as if the question shouldn't have been asked in the first place. Of course, he wanted dinner. In fact, it would please him greatly if I had an entire buffet left out for him all hours of the day. 
Though, at that point, I would have more of a beachball than a cat. Considering I liked him being able to fit through doorways, I kept him on a regular feeding schedule. 
After emptying a can of food into his bowl, I grabbed a bottle of my home-brewed beer and headed for the bathroom. 
Shower beers didn't get enough credit in the world. There wasn't much better. Except maybe shared showers. 
What I wouldn't do to have Lucinda in my shower with me. Well, maybe not my shower. My bachelor pad wasn't exactly up to the standards of a woman like Lucinda. I'd be embarrassed to bring her to my shoebox full of flat-packed furniture I’d put together myself. What other option was there? A hotel? That seemed insulting. 
Another reason the thing I had with her would never get more serious: I had nothing to offer her.
A beer, a shower, and a shave later, I was heating up a frozen dinner in the microwave and searching for something to watch on TV, finally settling on basketball. 
And wouldn't you know it, Fresno was playing—Nick Barnes' team. It was impossible to get away from that family. Impossible not to think about them—namely Lucinda. 
I didn't change the channel, though. I kept it on while I ate my half-cold potatoes. I listened to the commentators while I looked over my plants, plucking off any yellow leaves and rotating them in the windowsill. 
The game was down to the wire when Nick was fouled. His free throws could clinch the win. While the teams gathered around the line and he dribbled, looking up to aim his shot, the camera cut to one of the luxury boxes where Nick's wife and twins were cheering him on. They seemed like such a happy family, and if I didn't know about the tension between them and Lucinda, I might believe they were. 
Nick made both his shots, the clock running down, the team rushing in to pat him on the back while his chubby-cheeked kids jumped around wildly. 
For some people, that kind of praise and attention was something they could only dream of. For Nick Barnes, it was just another day at work. That was how it was for all the Barneses—playing packed stadiums, sold-out arenas, marrying royalty; they didn't live in the same world as the rest of us.
As much as I enjoyed spending time with Lucinda and wanted to keep it going, I wasn't sure I'd ever fit in with that world. 




Chapter 4

Lucinda


 "Esther, you are a magician," Dynassy said around a mouthful of pancakes. 
I was refilling my coffee to spare Esther the trouble. She had her hands full catering to all of Dynassy's pregnancy whims. I'd had three pregnancies, and I didn't think I'd ever had as many odd cravings, hot flashes, and bouts of morning sickness as Dynassy did. This pregnancy was really putting her through the wringer, so instead of being annoyed by her constant requests, Esther and I pitied her and tried to make her as comfortable as possible. 
I never got a chance to do this with Nick's wife Eden, or Honoré, Leo's wife—I wasn't sure I'd ever get to meet her with the way things were between me and Leo. Ivy and Russ seemed content with Jaci, and I wasn't sure Chloe would ever have children. She was too driven, too focused on building a career like I'd been after the plane crash. It was entirely possible that this was my one and only chance to be a part of the pregnancy and birth of my grandchild. I wanted to make the most of it, no matter how odd Dynassy's requests were. 
"Do we have any blueberry syrup?" she asked, suddenly pushing the maple away. Esther was quick to provide. Luckily, she'd always kept a well-stocked pantry, even if there wasn't much cause to cook large meals these days. 
"Oh, and could I get a slice of cheese?" Dynassy added. 
"For your pancakes?" I asked, an eyebrow arched. 
She shrugged, drowning the flapjacks in dark purple-red syrup. "I can't explain it. Blame this one," she said, pointing her fork at her belly. Even though there was a hint of exasperation in her voice, her face told a different story. It was so nice to see her this happy. I'd been skeptical of Bridger and his sex machine business at first, but he wasn't a pervert; he was a wounded veteran. That made a big difference. And he wasn't with Dynassy for her fame or fortune; he had plenty fortune of his own—he might not have been a pervert, but there were a lot of perverts out there willing to pay good money for videos of his invention being used. 
There was a lot to like about Bridger, but the thing I liked most was how happy he made my daughter. She'd grown up a lot since meeting him. She'd come a long way from the careless comments she'd made about a homeless man a few years ago. Now she and Bridger did more charity work than anything else with Eduardo there to help guide them. 
A man of the cloth being one of the Barnes siblings had been a shock to us all. Despite being a Bishop, Eduardo had never been preachy, he'd never judged our lifestyles too harshly, and he'd always supported Chloe's aspirations. I might not have had a hand in raising him, but I was still proud of him like he was my own son. 
"I still can't really believe it," Dynassy said, clearing her plate. "I didn't think there was any way I could be, you know with Bridger's... But surprise! It explains why I've been so tired lately, at least." 
"Better get used to that," I told her. "Two babies is a lot harder than one. You're basically going to be dealing with twins." 
"At least I don't have to push them both out," she said, scrunching up her nose. "I just wish Bridger wasn't being such a butt about finding out the baby's sex. We know the surrogate is having a girl, so why should we be left wondering about ours? How am I supposed to coordinate the nursery?" 
"You'll manage," I assured her. "Babies don't care about the color of their nursery. As long as it's safe and comfy, they'll be happy." 
"I guess." She looked down at her stomach thoughtfully, sliding her hand over it again. She was obsessed, but after all their troubles conceiving, I couldn't blame her. "I can't wait to feel a kick." 
"You'll be singing another tune once it's tapdancing on your bladder. Nick was terrible about that. I think I was peeing every five minutes. One time, I made the mistake of wearing leather pants to one of your father's shows..." 
"Only you would wear leather pants while pregnant." She laughed, shaking her head. 
Far off in another part of the house, I heard the door open. A moment later, Cole walked into the kitchen looking at everyone before making eye contact with me. 
"Morning," he said, watering the plants in the kitchen before getting himself a cup of coffee. 
"So how bad was it?" Dynassy asked. 
I was too distracted to know what she was talking about. My kids called me the puppet master. They all thought that I was some kind of scheming mastermind ten steps ahead of everyone else. But there were times when I had no idea what the right call was. 
Like now. 
Should I greet Cole? Should I introduce him to Dynassy? She'd already teased me about him once, but she was too wrapped up in her own stuff to care about mine. Why would I want to draw her attention to it? 
"How bad was what?" I asked, keeping my attention on Dynassy. Not knowing what to do, doing nothing was the easiest course of action. I could have introduced him as my boyfriend, but was that even accurate? Could what we were doing be considered dating? 
We hadn't talked about it, and I wasn't sure how I felt about the idea. My last romantic failure was still fresh in my mind, and I wasn't eager to open myself up to another betrayal. 
"The leather pants!" Dynassy said. "Did you get them off in time?" 
"Have a good one, Esther," Cole said, patting the housekeeper on the shoulder before heading off to water the other plants around the house. 
Did everyone else feel how awkward that was? Could everyone else feel the tension in the air? 
"Ziggy wound up hosing me off after the show," I admitted, smiling at Dynassy's squeal of laughter. She'd always loved hearing the stories of my wilder days. 
All the kids had at one point, but now those stories had an uncomfortable undercurrent. Ever since Leo broke the news that Ziggy wasn't his father, all my children looked at me—and my free-spirited stories—much differently. 
"Oh my God! You really were crazy." She laughed some more. 
"Some people will tell you I still am," I pointed out. 
She rolled her eyes and waved dismissively. "You've chilled out a lot from your streaking down Sunset Blvd. days." 
"Maybe a little," I agreed with a small smile. Those days were a lot of fun, but I didn't exactly miss them. 
Dynassy pushed some of her hair out of her face, then frowned when it stuck to her fingers. 
"How did I get syrup everywhere?" she asked, dismayed. 
I didn't think it would be helpful to point out how quickly she'd wolfed those pancakes down. I wasn't surprised there was splash back, but it wouldn't be too long before the self-consciousness about her body settled in. Especially with her modeling career in the balance. She didn't work as much these days as she did before she'd met Bridger, but I didn't think she was entirely ready for retirement. Many supermodels were able to come back after having a baby, but I didn't know how many of them stuffed their faces with carbs every morning. 
As much as I wanted to say something to her—as her manager, not her mother—I kept my comments to myself. I was trying to keep one bridge with my children intact. This baby was a miracle, and the only thing Dynassy needed to be worried about was staying healthy for them both. Who cared if she put on a few extra pounds? There were definitely some 'love the skin you're in' type ad campaigns which would love to have Dynassy at a non-zero size, stretchmarks and all. 
Whatever happened, I could make it work for us. That was what I did. What I'd always done. For all my kids. Unfortunately, they didn't always appreciate my brand of love. 
"I think I'm going to need to be hosed off," she groaned, finding another spot of syrup on the back of her arm. 
"Why don't you go take a hot bubble bath?" I suggested, looking toward the window for any sign of Cole. He was keeping out of sight today. 
I shouldn't have ignored him the way I did. It was just such a tricky thing to navigate, and I hadn't been expecting Dynassy to move in the way she did, but what could I do? I was her mother; I had to take her in. 
Even if my love life suffered for it. 
"That actually sounds really great. What time is it?" She found the time on her phone and did a mental calculation before grinning. "Okay, I'll see you later. Stay out of trouble!" she said, laughing as she hurried upstairs. 
London was eight hours ahead of us. It was almost noon, which meant Bridger would be back in his hotel room, ready for their video chat. Dynassy was going to surprise him with a bubble bath—I knew it was what she was going to do, because it was what I would have done in the same situation, and whether they liked it or not, all of my kids took after me, at least a little. Considering Bridger's business, Dynassy must have inherited my desire for an adventurous sex life. 
Now that Dynassy was otherwise occupied, Esther was free to tend to some of her other responsibilities. I found myself all alone, and before I knew what was happening, I was walking outside. At first, I pretended to be on a casual stroll through the garden, but it didn't take long for me to drop all pretenses to look for Cole in earnest. 
The beds were dug up, new plants in plastic nursery pots scattered all over in precise-looking arrangements. He'd already gotten started on his Fall plans, but it was hard to see the vision right now. 
"Cole?" I called out, peering around the twisting path, looking intently for my lover rather than where I was going. 
"Look out!" he cried, right as I stepped on the edge of one of his freshly dug holes. My foot slipped in the loose soil, and images of my ankle twisted or broken, me hobbling on a cast for weeks on end suddenly flashed through my head. Then Cole's arms were around me. He caught me and pulled me away from the hole before it could hurt me. 
And being so close to him again, chest-to-chest, his rich, earthy smell enveloping me, I nearly kissed him right there. 
The moment of him holding me was over as suddenly as it began. He released me and stepped back, shaking his head. 
"You need to watch where you're going—you shouldn't even be out here right now." 
"I'm not allowed in my own garden?" 
"Not when it's a construction site and you're prancing around in designer heels." 
"Prancing?" He was lashing out. Hurt. I sighed. "Cole, I'm sorry for how I acted earlier. I shouldn't have—" 
"It's fine," he interrupted. "You don't need to apologize." He turned his back on me and started picking up plants, transporting them to the dug-up beds.
"Are you sure? You seem upset." 
"Why would I be upset?" he asked, dropping to his knee, handling the plants with such a gentle touch it made me jealous. "I get it. I'm the gardener and you don't want your kids to know you're sleeping with the help." 
"That's not—" I stopped mid-sentence purely because of the look he sent back over his shoulder. It was hard, closed-off, but weary too. 
"Don't insult me, Lucinda. I'm not an idiot." 
"I know you're not, but Cole, let me just—" 
I wasn't sure what I wanted him to let me do, but I didn't have to finish the sentence anyway. He shook his head and stood up, brushing soil from his knees. 
"I have to get some more fertilizer," he said, brushing past me without another glance back. 
The urge to call him back was strong, but I held my tongue. I let him walk away, even though I hated it. He needed some time. Some space. And it wouldn't hurt me to get the same. We'd been wrapped up in each other for weeks without coming up for air, and now there was a lot to consider. 
I doubted Dynassy would miss me, but I texted her to let her know I was leaving anyway. Retail therapy was in order. The changing of the season was as good an excuse as any other. I couldn't be seen in off-season fashion. The paparazzi would flay me. 
Of course, I didn't have to pay for my new clothes. That was the funny thing about being rich and famous—once you could afford the designer clothes, you got them all for free. One of the Barnes Bunch wearing a design was more valuable than a great number of ad campaigns. Our photographs wound up everywhere. Dynassy and Ivy had both gone viral more than once—Dynassy even 'broke the internet' with her first post-18 photoshoot, and she'd probably do it again with her pregnancy photos. I wasn't quite as famous or influential as my daughters, but I still got my pick of the wardrobe at any shop on Rodeo Drive. I happily accepted the freebies for myself, but when it came to getting an apology gift for Cole, I insisted on actually paying for it. 
While I was shopping, I had a few ideas for the new season of Chloe's show and decided I needed to call her to set up a lunch meeting to go over it all. Before I could call my sort-of daughter-in-law, my phone rang with an incoming call. I half-expected it to be Dynassy—or maybe Cole, a hopeful part thought—but it was neither of them. It was a name I was never overly thrilled to see on my caller ID because it always meant my past was becoming a problem. 
I sighed. No way I could avoid him. 
I had to answer. "Hey, Russ. What's up?" 




Chapter 5

Cole


 I knew as soon as I walked into the kitchen that I should've gone home to change. 
At first, when Lucinda told me her daughter was going to spend the night with a girlfriend and she wanted me to stay for dinner, I wanted to turn her down. I wanted to make her feel the same sting of rejection that I’d felt every time she’d ignored me in front of her family. 
But I couldn't do that to her. I wished I could be pettier, more vindictive, but I'd never had that in me. Forgiveness came easily, even if I didn't think the person deserved it. 
Lucinda sure was trying, though. She'd catered food, and it was all set up on the table with the lights dimmed, candles flickering, soft music drifting in from a hidden speaker. She was wearing a fitted cocktail dress that stopped above her knee with a low scoop that gave a nice view of her cleavage. The white front was classy, and the black side panels accentuated all her curves in the most perfect way. 
The moment I saw her, I stopped in the doorway, frozen, staring. And hating that I was wearing dirty jeans and a ripped-up t-shirt. I tried to tell her I wasn't fit for a fancy dinner, but she'd convinced me to come anyway—with only frozen pizza to go home to, it wasn't a terribly hard sell. 
"What's wrong?" she asked, pulling out a bottle of wine. "You look like you've seen a ghost." 
"Just feeling a little out of place," I said, suddenly realizing how dirty my fingernails were. I went right to the sink to try to scrub them. 
"You're the guest of honor; how could you be out of place?" 
I frowned, some of the dirt permanently embedded into the grooves of my callouses no matter how hard I scrubbed. 
"Why did you invite me?" 
Lucinda handed me a towel when I turned the water off, looking thoughtful. 
"To apologize better than I did the last time," she answered, guiding me toward the table where a catered meal sat wafting delicious aromas that made my stomach growl. A long day of back-breaking labor in her garden left me with quite the appetite. But I was still wary. Still on-guard. I didn't know what Lucinda was playing at, but I knew she was a woman who was always planning something. It would be naive to think she just wanted to give me a nice meal. 
"You don't need to apologize," I said. "I told you, I under—"
"No"—she cut me off—"you don't understand." 
She sighed, her shoulders slumping with the kind of defeat I had never seen Lucinda take. 
"Please, sit down," she said. The hint of desperation in her voice got to me. I sat and let her serve me, sipping on expensive wine, watching the warm flicker of candlelight across her elegant features. I knew she'd had some work done, but she'd done it in a tasteful way. She wasn't trying to fight aging, instead finding a way to age gracefully while still bending to the unrealistic beauty standards placed on the women in her family. Dynassy was the only one who was actually a model, but with how much the others were in magazines and blinded by paparazzi flashes, you'd never know it. 
"I'm not ashamed of you," she said, making me choke on my wine while I tried to cover up my surprise. I hadn't expected her to be so blunt about it. 
"No, really, I'm not," she insisted. "Don't give me that skeptical look. It's not shame, it's..." She looked away, swallowing, blinking quickly like she was fighting back tears. 
"What is it?"
"Worry," she said, her voice so soft I almost didn't hear it. "My last relationship didn't go well. Or rather, it didn't end well. He cheated on me and made no attempts to hide his affair while parading around town with a woman half my age. TMZ knew I was being cheated on before I did. It was humiliating—so, yes, I'm hesitant to make our relationship known to my kids, or anyone else for that matter. I don't think I could go through all of that again so soon." 
She cleared her throat, looking away again as she downed a healthy gulp of wine. 
Maybe she really was fighting back tears. 
Seeing Lucinda so vulnerable was unexpected. It also had the effect of breaking down my walls and making me less defensive. I'd been so wrapped up in her perceived rejection of me that I didn't even think about what she must've been going through. I didn't even think about what it must've been like to be her, to have every move scrutinized and criticized under a microscope. The pressure that she must've been under. 
"I didn't realize..." I didn't have the words to tell her what I was feeling, so I reached across the table to take her hand instead, stroking the inside of her wrist with my thumb until I could see the slow spread of goose bumps marching up her arms. 
"That sounds really terrible."
She nodded. Looking down at our hands, her eyes locked in place. 
"It was. But that doesn't give me the right to treat you like an afterthought... You're not an afterthought, Cole." 
"No?" 
"Definitely not," she said, pulling away to stand. She went to the kitchen and retrieved a small gift bag from one of the cabinets. 
"What's that?" I asked, frowning as she held out the bag. 
"The only way I really know how to apologize," she said with a soft chuckle. "A gift... I really like you, and I don't want you to be my dirty little secret... I just need some time. It's complicated." 
Inside the gift bag, under a layer of black tissue, was a slim box with gold embossed lettering. My palms were slick just holding the box, and I hadn't even seen the insanely expensive watch inside yet. Once I did, I had to fight the urge to fling it away from me like a hissing cobra.
"What's wrong? You don't like it?" she asked, a small wrinkle forming in the otherwise lineless space between her brows. 
"It's not that," I told her, trying to keep my jaw off the floor. 
I didn't know a ton about watches, but I'd worked with Beverly Hills types long enough to know that this gift was a couple years’ worth of salaries. 
It certainly wasn't the kind of watch a guy who was up to his elbows in dirt all day ever dreamed of wearing. 
"This is way too expensive, Lucinda. I don't need expensive gifts. I just want you." 
"Why not both?" she asked, pushing the box back at me as I tried to hand it off. 
I knew better than to try to get my way with her. She wasn't going to back down. 
"Fine," I sighed, shaking my head as I slipped the watch onto my wrist. It was heavy. It felt expensive. I didn't hate it. 
"I'll take your bribe, but I want you to know I have no interest in your money." Yes, technically, working for Lucinda paid my bills, but if that ever started to come between us, I could easily find employment elsewhere. 
"Now, if you really want to make it up to me, I can think of a few ways that could happen..." 
Lucinda's eyes sparkled across the table as she slipped a finger under the watchband, turning the tables on me to rub the sensitive spot on my wrist, right above my pulse.
"I'm all ears," she purred. 
"Your daughter isn't coming back until tomorrow?" 
She shook her head. "We have the place to ourselves." 
"Good. There's something I've been wanting to do." 
"What's that?" she asked, a quiver of nerves in her voice. Was it anticipation, or fear? 
We'd done this many times before her daughter crashed the party. But we'd never revisited the power dynamic between us after that first night when I’d pinned her hands. 
I wanted to do much more than that. 
I wanted to make her mine. 
"Give me your hands," I said, seeing the spark of excitement in her eyes. I pulled my belt off and wrapped it around her wrists, tightening it before looping it back through itself. It wouldn't hold her if she really struggled, but it was good enough to get my point across. 
While tying her up had been playing on my mind a lot recently, there was something else I wanted to do even more. 
I grabbed the closest suitable piece of cloth—a tea towel from the kitchen—and made a quick blindfold out of it. 
"Do you trust me?" 
She hesitated for a moment, eyeing the blindfold with some trepidation. That was good. I didn't want someone so eager to please that they jumped in with no regard for their own safety. Lucinda would never be that weak, though. 
"What are you going to do?" 
"Nothing you won't enjoy," I assured her. "We can stop any time you want." 
"That doesn't answer my question," she said, frowning down at her hands. 
"You didn't answer mine." 
She pursed her lips but had no real argument for that. "Fine. Yes, I do." 
"Good," I answered, closing the distance between us to cover her eyes with the kitchen towel. 
"Now, you have to tell me what you're going to do." 
She was already on edge, so she shrunk away when I first touched her. Then, as she did every time my hands were on her body, Lucinda sank into my touch. She shuddered as my fingertips skirted down her bare arms, and when I pulled away, I saw the disappointment. 
I leaned in close, my lips hovering by her ear. "I thought you trusted me," I whispered, kissing down the side of her neck until she was moaning. 
I loved this side of Lucinda. This sensual side, begging to be unlocked. How long had she been hiding it from herself? 
"Tell me, Lucinda," I continued, kissing the other side of her neck while my hand pushed her dress up so I could rub her bare thigh. "What do you want me to do?" 
Her breath caught in her throat as I moved my kisses to her shoulder, slipping the strap of her dress down until I got to the point where I'd have to unzip her. 
She strained against my belt, trying to reach me. Then she groaned, leaning back against me. 
"This is... You're..." she huffed, not finishing any of her sentences. 
Suddenly I worried that I'd overstepped. Misread the situation. 
"Do you want me to undo it?"
"No," she answered—was she pouting? 
"Mmm... You might want to watch that attitude, or I'll be tempted to spank you." Just as I’d said that I slid my hand between her thighs, under her panties. 
I didn't have to ask what she thought about that idea. I felt how wet it had made her. 
"I think someone wants to get spanked," I said, my fingers circling her clit until her legs were trembling. 
Lucinda whimpered. The strongest woman I'd ever met, melting in my hands. 
It was the hottest thing I'd ever been a part of. 
"Go ahead," I said, teasing her. Driving her crazy with my fingers. "Admit it. Tell me you want me to spank you." 
She clenched her teeth too stubborn to give in. So I pulled my hand away. 
Two could play that game. 
With her hands locked up, she couldn't even reach herself to finish what I'd started, and soon as she’d realize that I saw the defeat in her shoulders. 
"That's right," I said, my fingers sliding back into place. "You know it's true." 
"Fine," she grumbled, her teeth still clenched. "I want you to spank me." 
I was rock-hard before, but I could've cut diamonds with my cock when she’d said that. 
I made quick work of looping the rest of my belt through a pair of cabinet door pulls slightly above her head. Then, while she was unable to see what I was doing, I rummaged around in her kitchen until I found the right tool for the job—a wooden spoon that made a solid thwap! when I smacked it against my hand. Solid enough to make Lucinda yelp. She squirmed in place, testing the cabinet doors. They gave a little but couldn't open since I'd looped the belt through both of them. 
I smacked the spoon against my hand again, getting a feel for how much of a sting it gave off. 
"Cole..." Lucinda said, her voice trembling. 
Without a word, I slid my hand up the inside of her thigh, pushing her dress up and over her hips. At the first touch, she jerked like she'd been shocked, but then she relaxed into my touch, pressing against my hand, always wanting more. 
I loved that about her. Her confidence to take what she’d wanted. Her experience to know what that was. I loved the layers to her. The tough, commanding version who could negotiate million-dollar deals without breaking a sweat, and this—the passionate, complex lover who kept surprising me. Under that expensive cocktail dress, she was wearing a gauzy, almost see-through thong. There was no doubt about where she'd wanted this night to go. 
This wild side of hers was one of the things that had first intrigued me about her, but I'd never expected it to be so addicting. 
I'd never expected her to hook me like this. 
At least it seemed the feeling was mutual. She was so turned on that my fingers came away glistening with her arousal. 
"You want it that bad, huh?" I asked, sliding my hand up over her tight ass, squeezing and molding it with my fingers. 
"You tease," she answered, her voice teetering on a pout again. 
Thwap! 
The spoon connected with her perfect peachy ass with an even more satisfying sound than the practice on my hand. Lucinda yelped, her hands closing around my belt and gripping tight enough to whiten her knuckles. 
There was the tiniest red spot left behind. She was expecting another blow from the spoon, but instead my fingers gently caressed the spot. The way she moaned, the way her body responded, I knew what she wanted. 
"You liked that, didn't you?" 
I didn't need her to answer. She was arching her back, pushing her ass toward me. She wanted more. 
Thwap! I left a matching red spot on the other cheek. 
"Why do I like that so much?" she asked, dismayed. 
"This?" I asked, back to the first cheek. 
"Yes!" she squealed, trying to move away. Instead, she wound up jiggling in front of me, inviting another spank. "Cole!" 
"You love it." 
She didn't argue. 
I'd called her bluff and the prize was getting to spank her until her cheeks were warm and glowing. She was so revved up, she was liable to start clawing through those nice cabinets. With the blindfold, she never knew what was coming. I was on my knees, with my face pressed between her thighs, and the first swipe of my tongue made her jump nearly six inches. After the initial shock, I grabbed the backs of her thighs and held her tight against me. I loved the taste of her, and I was insanely turned on by how much she was turned on. 
"Oh my—Cole," she cried out, hooking one leg over my shoulder. I lifted her other leg, so she was solely supported by me and the cabinets above. 
It didn't take long to make her come on my tongue, but I had no intentions of stopping there. That was just the beginning of what I had planned for this goddess. 




Chapter 6

Lucinda


My alarm went off the same time it did every morning, but unlike most mornings, I wasn't alone in bed. I also wasn't in any big hurry to get up. Generally, I hated lounging around without any purpose. I wanted to be doing things, making things happen, making calls, getting business done. Sleep was an inconvenience.
But this morning, with Cole at my side, his warm, naked body sprawled out on my giant bed, all I wanted to do was linger and enjoy the moment. 
Last night had been unexpected, but incredible. Cole knew me in ways that no one else did. No one ever had. He did things to my body that made me forget everything that had come before him. 
I let him do things to me that I'd never dreamed of, and I'd loved every second of it. 
The only thing he was still wearing was the watch I'd given him and a satisfied smile. 
"Morning," he muttered without opening his eyes. My alarm must have woken him up too. His arm reached blindly across the bed, searching for me. He touched my arm, then moved his fingers toward my bare breast, tweaking my nipple until a surge of heat rushed through me, centering between my legs. 
"Morning," I answered, breathless as he moved to the other breast. Once he'd gotten me good and worked up, he put his arm over me, pulled me close, and snuggled into my hair. 
"What time is it?" he muttered. 
"Six-thirty." 
"You want coffee?" Getting up early wasn't unusual for him, but like most people—me included—he needed his go-juice in the morning. 
"Esther will bring it up. Are you hungry? I can get us breakfast too.”
He sat up, stretched, then wrinkled his nose. "I should probably get home and shower. I never got the chance to wash up after work yesterday." 
"Use mine. Breakfast and coffee will be here by the time you're done." 
He hesitated for a moment longer, then seemed to decide it wasn't worth debating. 
While he was showering, I sent a message to Esther, asking her to bring two coffees and breakfast for the both of us. 
I didn't have to go making big press announcements, but I didn't have to hide him either. There had to be a middle ground somewhere, and I knew I could count on Esther to be discreet. Despite Cole saying he understood my reasons, I knew eventually it was going to come down to me being open about our relationship or losing him. 
The second option was unthinkable, so I was just going to have to swallow some of my need to control everything and take a chance. 
If anyone was worth it, it was Cole. He was a warm, genuine guy, but he also seemed to get me in ways that no one else ever had. Not my kids, not their fathers. And the sex... Well, that was the best I'd had in years. Decades. Maybe ever? Never had I been with a man so committed to my pleasure. And that stamina... I didn't know how he’d managed all that energy, but I knew he needed some fuel after last night. 
His shower was shorter than I’d expected, and he came out of the bathroom with one towel slung around his hips and another in his hand, ruffling through his dark hair. 
"Your water pressure is incredible," he said, a note of orgasmic bliss in his tone. I wanted to ask if it was much worse at his place, but I stopped myself. I hadn't thought much about the kind of place Cole lived in, but he'd never mentioned it; somehow, I didn't think he'd want to talk about it. 
"Breakfast should be here any minute," I told him, wrapping my robe around myself as I stepped toward the window. 
Being with Cole always invariably brought up the comparisons. And I always wound up thinking of my past lovers. 
Two in particular. 
Only now, thinking about Ziggy and Ray made me think about the call I'd gotten from Russ the other day. I'd tried to put it out of my mind with everything going on with Dynassy's pregnancy and the uncertainty between me and Cole, but now that one of those dilemmas wasn't so pressing, Russ' message came back to haunt me. 
Cole was looking at me expectantly, and I realized he must have asked a question I’d missed. 
"I'm sorry; what were you saying?" 
He stepped up behind me, his arms wrapping around to my front. "Nothing important, just talking about the new bromeliads. You seem far away. Something on your mind?" 
I shook my head, turning away from the window. 
"No, it's nothing." 
The same time I answered, there was a knock on the bedroom door. 
"That'll be Esther with breakfast," I said. 
Cole chuckled, shaking his head. "Room service in your own house. Must be nice." 
"It is," I answered, grinning as I opened the door for Esther. "We'll take it on the terrace; thank you." 
Cole arched a brow at me, clearly asking if I meant to be this open about him. It was time, though. His understanding and acceptance deserved a reward.
 Esther asked if there was anything else we needed, and then we were alone again, a new charged energy between us now that we were a little less secretive. 
"This place really does look better than it ever has, thanks to you," I said, sitting across from him, looking out over the garden. My terrace had the best view, and Cole had made sure it was a view worth enjoying. 
"I'm glad you like it," he said, and the restraint in his voice made me look back at him. 
He was blushing. From the back of his neck to the tips of his ears, even across the bridge of his nose. He had a healthy, dark tan from all his time spent in the sun, but I could still see the spread of color, and it was almost too cute to take. And the way he looked at me... There was such admiration. I didn't know how to handle it. No one had looked at me like that in a very long time. 
"Can you keep a secret?" I blurted out without thinking. I'd never be able to pinpoint what had done it, but somewhere along the line, Cole had changed my mind about being vulnerable with him. I'd let him take charge of me in the bedroom, and there was no denying that being blindfolded made me vulnerable, but I'd yet to let Cole in all the way. 
It was time to change that. 
"I can," he said, shifting in his seat, a concerned furrow forming between his brows as he leaned in. 
"When you asked earlier, there was something on my mind. Ivy's boyfriend called me a few days ago... He knows some details of Leo's paternity and suggested I come clean with my children. He didn't say so explicitly, but I got the impression from his call that he's prepared to tell them if I won't." 
The furrow between his brows deepened, new serious frown lines forming around his mouth. I was so used to seeing the easy-going version of him that this sober concern was uncharted territory. 
"How does he know about it?"
"He was part of the band's security back in the day. He was around enough to... Well, I'm sure he knows plenty." 
Some of his concern melted into confusion, the lines smoothing out. "Wait... What is it that he knows, exactly?" 
I sighed. This was going to be a long story. 
"First of all, you have to understand that I was a very different person when I first moved to California. My father was a drunk, and my mother worked herself to the bone to enable him. I had no love for my hometown, and the only thing I ever wanted was to go to Hollywood and be an actress."
He smiled. It was a story everyone had heard in this town. No one came to Hollywood without some dream of fame and riches. "You made it to Hollywood; did you get to be an actress?" 
"No. I was never quite right for the role—too tall too short, my nose was too big, my hair too dark. Like every other failed actress, I wound up waiting tables, convinced my life had hit a dead end." 
"Clearly not the case," he pointed out, topping off both our coffee cups before reaching for a muffin. 
That was the easy part. The beginning of my story was nearly the same as every other person who’d found themselves chasing the Hollywood dream. The next part was what I was worried about. Cole seemed open-minded enough, but everyone had a limit to what was acceptable. 
"No, not quite," I admitted with a small smile. I doctored my coffee with oat milk, stalling. "Some girlfriends took me down to Malibu one day, and there were these guys surfing massive waves, obviously trying to show off, you know?" 
He nodded, a hint of a smile curving his lips. "Did it work?" 
"It might've if one of them didn't completely wipe out. His friend had to go in to save him. We had no idea what kind of shape he was in, and I went over to see if he was okay... Ziggy opened his eyes, and it was love at first sight; like a freaking movie. But that was the way everything was with Ziggy—larger than life. He used to call me his angel..." I swallowed, a lump suddenly making my throat very tight. 
Cole reached for my hand and squeezed. "It's okay. You don't have to tell me if it's too difficult." 
I shook my head. "No... You should know." I took another long drink of coffee, then decided to message Esther for some mimosas. Caffeine alone wasn't going to cut it today. 
"When we met, Ziggy was still an unknown. His band played any show they could get, and I went to all of them. When he finally started getting offers, I was the one who read his contracts and kept him from getting screwed. I was basically his manager. He shot to stardom, we got married, I had Nick—life was everything I'd ever wanted." 
Cole's expression was back to confused. "So what's this about Leo?" 
"Right. So when Ray joined the band, he and Ziggy had this magic. They could write songs out of thin air. They always seemed so in tune, and those songs became their greatest hits. And being Ziggy's manager, I was around all the time too. One night, we were all drinking and smoking, and one thing led to another..." 
"Your secret is a threesome?" he asked, incredulous. 
"That's only part of it. I woke up in the arms of a man who wasn't my husband, and Ziggy was getting out of bed, leaving us. I thought for sure he’d regretted everything that had happened, but he just told me it was all right, to go back to sleep. He’d wanted to write down some lyrics. That afternoon, Ray helped him with the melody and the hook, and it was like nothing had changed. But everything had changed. That was just the start of it. It wasn't always the three of us together—sometimes it was just me and Ziggy; sometimes it was just me and Ray. I'm sure there were sometimes it was just Ziggy and Ray too. I'd be surprised if there wasn't. We both loved him. Ziggy was a magnet. The sun to us both." 
"Definitely sounds like an incredible guy," Cole said without a hint of insecurity. 
"He was. But so was Ray. He was a poet, a dreamer. But he also had a wife and a daughter who he was never going to leave. He loved them both and wanted to be a good father. I'm sure Mary Lou suspected something was going on between me and her husband, but I don't think she ever realized Ziggy was in on it too. She just thought we were a couple of cheaters..." I paused. Cole had heard it too. 
"Esther," I explained, leaving the terrace to answer the knock. My housekeeper came in to take away our dirty dishes, leaving a tray of mimosas behind. 
"Thank you so much," I said, the sudden urge to hug her bubbling up. But that wasn't the kind of thing I did. Esther was just one of the few people who had never given up on me. She'd been with me a long time. I didn't know how to express my gratitude, but I'd always made sure she was well-paid. 
I downed half a mimosa before I asked, "Where was I?" 
"Your thruple," Cole prompted.
"We obviously never planned for it to happen, and it wasn't something we ever wanted to do full-time. Like I said, Ray loved his family and didn't want to leave them. We never wanted to make anything public. But with the twins... I think we all knew Leo was Ray's and Ivy was Ziggy's. It's more than just the physical traits. Ivy has Ziggy's same zest, his ability to walk into any room and command the attention of everyone with just their presence; and Leo has Ray's sensitivity, his ability to write soulful words that give you chills. He never did crave the spotlight like his sister. Ray was the same way." 
Now Cole was finally starting to see the bigger picture. 
"Leo found out about his paternity, but like Ray's wife, he thinks it was nothing more than infidelity. Russ thinks I should tell him the truth—tell them all the truth, I suppose." 
The champagne in the mimosa was helping. It made this all feel a little less catastrophic. The fact that Cole hadn't run off yet was helping too. 
"What do you think?" he asked. 
"I don't know," I admitted. "I thought I was making the right decision by keeping the truth from them. If this got out, it could tarnish their legacies, it could harm the careers of my children; it could be the end of everything I've worked for. That we've all worked for." 
"But...?" 
I sighed. Why did he know me so well? He shouldn't. 
I liked that he did. 
"But my son hasn't spoken to me in nearly a year, and I haven't even met my grandchild. Telling him the truth might be the only path to reconciling with him. Right now he thinks I betrayed Ziggy, and I'm sure he and Eden both think I somehow lured Ray into cheating on his wife with my sinister ways." 
"Eden?" 
I chuckled, shaking my head. "You never watched The Barnes Bunch, did you?" 
"Guilty," he said, that hint of color coming back to the tips of his ears. 
"It's probably for the best," I admitted. "Eden is Nick's wife. Also Ray's daughter. They had a thing when they were younger, but after the plane crash, Mary Lou took Eden to Texas. She never could forgive me for what she thought I’d done. And by now, Nick probably blames me for all the years they’d lost." I blew out a heavy, defeated breath. "This is all such a mess. I'm not sure I'll ever be able to make things right again." 
"Lucinda," he said, squeezing my hand, his deep, serious tone making me lock eyes with him. "You are an incredibly capable woman who could do anything she sets her mind to, I'm convinced. If you decide you're going to repair these rifts in your family, I know you'll be able to do it." 
It wasn't often that I got a pep talk, but it sure was a nice change of pace. As much as I lifted everyone else up and made them believe in themselves, it had been a long time since I’d felt like anyone believed in me. 
"Thank you... What do you think I should do?" 
"Honestly? I don't think you have much to lose by telling them the truth. Your kids aren't going to be the ones to spill the beans with their careers at stake, and if no one else associated with the band has spoken up before now, I think you're probably safe." 
"Maybe you're right," I said, looking out over the garden again. My stomach twisted at just the thought of talking to Leo and Ivy about it. Leo wasn't speaking to me. How could I ever get him to listen? 
Maybe I’d waited too long. Maybe there was no hope of salvaging things now. 
"Thank you for being so understanding." 
Cole moved his chair over, sitting next to me. He pulled me into him, then kissed my forehead, giving me a firm, long hug. 
I wasn't sure I'd ever be able to let go. 




Chapter 7

Cole


 As much as I would have loved to spend the entire day sipping mimosas and sitting with Lucinda while she wore nothing but a silk dressing robe, eventually, I had to do some work. The grounds weren't going to tend themselves. 
And we both knew that her daughter would be coming home any time. She might have been okay with Esther knowing—she paid Esther's salary, so she had some semblance of leverage—but her daughter was another matter entirely. That was a level of openness about our relationship that I didn't think she was ready for yet. 
But I was okay with it. Before last night it had bothered me, but after her explanation, after the way she gave herself to me last night, and after her confession this morning, it was hard to think that Lucinda saw me as some disposable boytoy. However long it took her to be comfortable with claiming me in public, I could wait. As long as she was all mine in private, I didn't really mind. There was something exciting about the secret. 
Before I got to work in the garden, I went home to tend to Max. 
He was not amused with my absence. He'd had plenty of water, and was in no danger of starving overnight, but that was not what he'd have you believe. According to him, he was on the verge of wasting away the moment I walked in the door. If I'd been any later, he'd have been a goner. 
Never mind that he'd been happily lazing in the front windowsill when I walked by. 
"I know, I know," I answered his angry yowls. "You'll forgive me, though, won't you?" By the time I started scratching under his chin, he'd pretty much forgotten why he was angry. "I know you're mad, but it was worth it." 
Spending time with Lucinda was always worth it, but last night was really something special. 
This morning too. Though I was still trying to wrap my head around all that. It was a lot to take in, but I'd learned so much about Lucinda. 
I’d learned that we were not all that different in terms of where we’d come from. My father was never a fixture in our lives, and Mom worked three jobs just to take care of us. Things were never easy for us, and we always had to fight to survive. 
And that was what Lucinda had been doing too. Especially since her husband and Ray were killed in that plane crash. Losing them must have felt like the whole world coming out from under her. I could tell she didn't want to go too deep into that time of her life, but the pain was evident. Had she ever given herself the chance to grieve? She'd been left with four young children and a legacy to protect.  
It was crazy to me that her children couldn't see how much she'd fought and sacrificed for them. How could Leo turn his back on his mother without hearing the whole story? 
I’d spent a long time thinking about it all while I fed Max and gave him all the scratches and belly rubs he’d demanded. There were times I was convinced Max was more dog than cat; most cats would have mauled you if you’d pet their belly, but not Max. He'd flop over in front of me any time I walked into the kitchen, demanding attention. 
Being a cat dad might not have been my original plan in life, but I was pretty happy with it. Max was far better than a baby. Or the ungrateful adults they grew into. 
"Some people, Max," I muttered, sighing to myself. Lucinda worked herself to the bone to give her kids a better life than she’d ever had, trying to make up for the loss of their father, and for what? To be called 'The Puppet Master' by her children? To be left alone with no one to celebrate her achievements? 
It wasn't fair. 
Though I never would have chosen Lucinda's path of fame and fortune, I admired all the work she'd put into cultivating the careers of her children, leveraging their talent and success to raise them all to greater heights. They couldn't see how much they owed her. 
In the shower, I brainstormed ways to remedy that—or, at least, to make Lucinda feel as appreciated as she’d deserved. 
By the time I got back to her Beverly Hills mansion, Dynassy had returned, and she and Lucinda were both laying by the pool, in my view no matter where I worked. Dynassy was an international supermodel, and her beauty was undeniable. There was nothing she couldn't make look good. 
I hardly noticed her. Lucinda was wearing a black one-piece suit with large cutouts on the sides, showing off her amazing body. The wide-brimmed sun hat and oversized sunglasses added to the effect of wealth and sophistication that she’d always carried with her. She looked like she should be on the deck of a private yacht or on an exclusive beach in the south of France, and I was struck again by how lucky I was to call this woman mine. Even if it was only behind closed doors. 
It was impossible to know with those huge sunglasses, but I thought she was watching me as I worked on the areas around the pool. 
I was certainly looking at her every chance I got, flashes of last night racing through my mind. The feel of her body under mine, the intoxicating scent of her arousal, the sounds she’d made when I held her on the edge—that whimper when she realized I was going to make her beg for it...
Her hunger was possibly the hottest thing about her. Nothing was halfway with Lucinda. She’d put all of herself into everything she did. In a weird way, even hearing about her relationship with Ziggy and Ray had turned me on. She was such a vibrant woman. She had so much to give. I'd never want to share her myself, but it told me how deeply passionate she was. That was hotter than she could possibly imagine. 
It was fun to think about her as a younger woman with two lovers, her life a whirlwind of rock shows and a different city every night. It sounded glamourous and exciting. I was glad for the version of Lucinda I had, though. As exciting as that one sounded, the one I had now was stronger for all that she'd been through, and I wouldn't trade that for anything. 
Of course she was beautiful, of course she had a perfect body—far more perfect than she had any right to be—but it was that strength that drew me to her. She was so much more than the shallow celeb the world saw. 
Knowing a secret part of her that most people never got to see... That was maybe the biggest turn on of all. 
"How are things in the garden going?" Lucinda called, lowering her sunglasses to shoot a look at me. A smile. An invitation. 
"Everything's right on schedule. I should have the whole transition to Fall finished by the end of the week," I answered, setting my tools down to brush the dirt off my hands. My jeans were clean when I left my apartment, but they were filthy already. Hazard of the job. 
"It really looks incredible, Cole," she said, a warmth in her voice that made my heart stutter—and it made her daughter send a look her way. 
Lucinda was unfazed. "Are you thirsty? It's such a sunny day. You must be," she said, gesturing toward their pitcher of mint-cucumber water. 
There was no way to miss the invitation now. No way for me to misread it or doubt. I didn't know what she was up to. Silently, I tried to tell her that she didn't need to do this for me. Having her was enough. She didn't have to tell everyone if she didn't want. 
Whether she got the message or not, I couldn't tell. She poured a glass and held it out to me. Dynassy watched the whole thing with rapt fascination. Was it some sort of test? Or a game these rich women played? 
Immediately, I felt guilty for thinking that about Lucinda. That was just my insecurity. I still wasn't sure what I had to offer her. Maybe accepting her was enough. No one else seemed to. 
I wiped my hands on my jeans again, but I was pretty sure that just made them dirtier. The glass was already sweating when I took it from her, and the condensation turned the soil between my fingers into mud. 
"Thank you." 
"Sit," she said, swinging her legs to the side of her lounge chair so I could sit on the end. "You deserve a break. I'm exhausted just watching how hard you've been working." 
So she had been watching. 
"Should I go?" Dynassy asked, looking both amused and surprised. I didn't sense any judgment, though. That was refreshing. 
"No," I said. I spoke up before Lucinda had a chance to. "I need to get back to work. I can't let those poppies sit out of their pots too long. I need to get them into the ground, or they'll shrivel up." 
Lucinda pouted for just a second, then accepted my answer without any protest. 
"It's admirable how dedicated you are," she said as I finished the lightly flavored water. 
"Likewise," I answered, still not sure how precarious this whole exchange was. Lucinda was always three steps ahead. Sometimes I felt like I couldn't keep up, but I loved that about her. 
The list of things I liked about her seemed to be never-ending. 
Suddenly my chest felt tight, and I shot up to my feet, returning my dirt-streaked glass to the tray with the others. 
"I appreciate the drink, but I really have to—" 
"Of course," Lucinda said, getting to her feet. The cherry red polish on her toes was fresh. 
While I was admiring her toes—then her ankles, her calves, those thighs—Lucinda moved in for a quick kiss. 
It was so surprising that I didn't have a chance to react before she was pulling away. I'd frozen in the moment, but as soon as realization sank in, I was soaring. She was willing to overlook her need to keep things quiet for the sake of her privacy, for me. 
How could a guy not be over the moon about that? 
"We'll talk later," Lucinda said, patting my arm, her hand lingering on my bicep. 
"Do you hear something?" Dynassy asked, cutting through the moment. In an instant, all the tension building between me and Lucinda dropped away, like fog in the morning sun. 
I strained. It was faint and hard to hear over the garden's water features, but I heard it too—a faint whirring. A small motor. Maybe a model plane or—
"Son of a bitch," Lucinda hissed, lunging for her phone. A second later she was on the phone with her security team, asking how the hell they'd let someone get a drone past them, demanding they do something about it. 
It was all too little too late. The drone was already zooming off. Whoever was piloting it was probably already uploading their hot gossip. 
So much for being over the moon. 
"It's out," Dynassy said grimly, looking down at her phone. 
Lucinda cursed under her breath, and then she was making more calls, using every connection, calling in every favor trying to do damage control. 
Just like that, I was invisible again. Left to my flowers and dirt. I couldn't imagine being a part of that world. I liked my simple life, and watching the whole machine in motion really showed me how far apart we were. 
Maybe she'd been right to keep us a secret. Maybe we never should have tried to change things. 
With the cat out of the bag, surely Lucinda wouldn't get cold feet now, right? 
As sound as that logic was, it didn't stop the nervousness knotting in my gut. 




Chapter 8

Lucinda


 "You're an angel," I told my oldest daughter as she passed me a very large glass of wine. 
"You're drinking for two," Dynassy teased, her hand settling over her stomach. We'd done everything we could, but there was no stopping the internet. My affair with the gardener was already trending on Twitter. "I'm sorry, Mom. I know you didn't plan for it to happen this way, but it did seem like you were getting ready to be more public about Cole." 
I frowned, but before I could ask her how she knew, she patted my arm. 
"Esther would never say anything, but her poker face is terrible. I know things didn't go so great the last time, but what did you tell me when I fell down on that runway in Milan?" 
I sighed. "Get out there again." 
"Exactly. One disaster does not preclude you from future success, Mother. Cole seems like a nice guy." 
"He is." 
"Right. So maybe it's not the end of the world that your relationship is public," she offered. "I know you like to manage how this kind of information gets out, but..." She shrugged. "Don't let it ruin a good thing." 
I took a long drink from the wine glass, letting the warmth of alcohol spread through me while Dynassy's words sunk in. 
"When did you get so smart?" 
She scoffed, "I've always been smart. I was just ... sheltered. Being with Bridger has really opened up my world in so many ways." 
"I wasn't sure about him at first, but he is really good for you." 
She nodded. "He is. Which brings up something I've been wanting to talk to you about..." 
My mom senses were going off. The ones that told me my child was about to try to sweettalk me into something. 
"What do you need?" 
Dynassy bit her bottom lip, looking down at her stomach. 
"With the kids on the way, Bridger and I thought it would probably be best if we got married before they arrive. We don't want any big production, and I've had enough fancy parties to get me through a lifetime, but I could use your help planning a small family thing." 
"You want me to help plan your wedding?" It was every mother's dream. With my terrible track record, I was a little surprised one of my children liked me enough to involve me, but I wasn't going to question it. I didn't want to give Dynassy a chance to rethink the offer. 
"Yeah ... if you want to. It's probably terrible timing now..." 
"Of course not! It's never a bad time to plan a wedding. It might be just what I need to cheer me up. Have you thought about a venue?" 
She shook her head. "Like I said, we want to keep it small. Just close family, really." 
"Well then, why don't you have it here?" 
Dynassy considered it for a moment, then nodded. "That should be fine. Bridger won't be home for a few more weeks—do you think we could have everything done by the time he gets back?" 
"Honey, we're Barneses. We can do anything we put our minds to." 
Dynassy smiled, then after a moment, she leaned in for a quick, firm hug. "He really makes you happy, doesn't he?" 
Before I could deflect that question, the man of the hour tried to sneak into the kitchen from the back. Unfortunately for him, that was where Dynassy and I were having our little chat. 
He froze, then looked back to the door. 
"I can—" 
"No," I said. "Stay. Dynassy, could you give us a moment?" 
She was already on her way out before I even asked. 
"I'm sorry about earlier," I said. "My security team should have been able to stop that. If you get any trouble from the press or anything, just let me—" 
"Are you okay?" he asked. 
"What?"
"You seemed really upset, and I know you were dreading this hitting the press." 
I shook my head, looking up into his warm, accepting gaze, completely awed. 
"You are way too good to be real," I muttered. It wasn't the first time I'd said those words to the man I was sleeping with, but it was the first time in a very long time. 
"I'm glad you think so," he said, cautiously putting his hands on my hips. "How bad is it?" 
I laughed, rolling my eyes. "About as bad as you'd expect. You probably shouldn't read anything they say."
"Am I a gold digger, or are you robbing the cradle?" 
That got a real, genuine laugh out of me. "A little of both." 
"Screw them," he said, pulling me closer. "We don't need their approval. They'll get bored and move on to another story soon enough." 
"Funny you should mention that. Dynassy wants to get married here in a couple of weeks." 
He chuckled. "That should do it." 
After a moment of just standing there together, Cole took a step back. "Are we okay?" 
I swallowed past the lump in my throat and nodded. "Yeah. We are." 
"Good." He kissed me. "I'm having too much fun with you for something to get in the way of it now." 
"Me too," I answered, but my voice was a little hollow. Fun. 
That was what this was. 
I needed to remember that. 
He was glistening from all his hard work in the sun. "Oh no. You probably came in here for a drink, didn't you? And I'm holding you hostage..." 
He grinned, his expression turning hungry when he said, "I don't mind." 
"Well, go get a drink. I don't want to be responsible for your heat stroke." 
"Dynassy?" I called, looking out into the other rooms of the open-plan living space. She was sitting by one of the windows, scrolling through wedding inspiration on her phone. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't disappointed that she’d wanted to keep the whole thing small and quiet. I would have loved to plan a big, extravagant affair to rival the royal wedding Leo and Honoré had. I knew better than to push, though. I was lucky to be included at all. If I try to control Dynassy's big day, she might decide to cut me out altogether. 
"Everything's okay," I answered the question in her expression, waving for her to follow me. "I want to introduce you properly." 
"Oooh," she teased, still grinning when I gave her a withering look. 
Cole was luckily still by the sink drinking a glass of water. 
"Cole, this is my daughter Dynassy. Dynassy, this is the man I've been seeing." 
He looked a little confused, but she was grinning ear to ear. 
"A pleasure to meet you," she said. 
"You too," he answered. "I hear you're getting married soon. Congratulations." 
"Thank you! There's a lot to plan, even for a little backyard wedding." 
"If you don't already have something, I could build an altar for your 'I do's," Cole offered, glancing my way. 
"Really? That would be amazing!" 
"Sure," he answered, a little sheepish all of a sudden. "I can draw up a couple of ideas in the next couple days, and you can tell me which one you like." 
"Sounds great." 
"All right... Well, I better get back to the garden." 
"Stay hydrated," I called after him. 
Dynassy was still grinning long after he'd left. 
"Mom, he is a catch!" 
My face warmed with a blush. "I'm glad you like him," I said, leaving it there. Fun, I reminded myself. I didn't know if it would ever be anything more than that. Was there long-term potential with Cole? 
Did I want there to be? 
With everything else going on in my life, fun was about as much as I could handle. 
"Have you talked to any of your siblings about the wedding?" I asked, almost afraid to know the answer. 
Dynassy frowned. "I tried calling Leo, but he didn't answer. Nick was at practice, but he's going to call me back. I haven't talked to Ivy yet." 
"I'm sure your sister will be thrilled for you. She's always been a fan of Bridger." 
That seemed to be the encouragement Dynassy needed to dial her sister. The video call connected after a delay, and then Ivy's stuttering picture came through. 
"Hold on—" Ivy said, the video a complete blur. Gradually, it became more of a video than a slideshow, then Ivy was back in the frame. "There's no reception out here, so if I'm not on the Wi-Fi... Anyway, what's up?" Her hair was a mixture of purple and pink, a few bold streaks of black running through it. Maybe one day she would settle on a color. 
"What are you doing in ... oh, about three weeks?" Dynassy asked, smiling at her sister. I was just out of the camera's view—this was Dynassy's moment, not mine. 
"Um...Why do I have a feeling you're about to tell me?" 
"Cause you're smarter than people give you credit for," Dynassy laughed. "Bridger and I are getting married." 
"Ohmygosh!" Ivy squealed in as a single word. "Dy, that's so great!" 
Dynassy was practically bursting. She had her fairy tale life, so why shouldn't she be overjoyed? 
"So you're coming, right? It wouldn't be my dream wedding without my little sister." 
"Of course, yeah. I wouldn't miss it for the world." 
"If you're coming to L.A. anytime soon, you could come dress shopping with us too..." Dynassy added, trying to sound casual. How long had she planned that one? She certainly was my daughter. 
"Are you still at Mom's?" Ivy asked. 
Dynassy nodded, tilting her phone to show me standing a few feet away. 
"We're having the wedding here," I said brightly. 
"Oh," Ivy said, some of her enthusiasm fizzling away. I kept my smile plastered in place, but it broke my heart how cold she instantly was when she saw me. My cheeks twitched with the effort of holding the fake smile in place. "Okay... Let me know when you're going shopping, and I'll see what I can do with my schedule," she told her sister. "I'm really happy for you, Dy. Bridger's such a great guy, and you're going to be awesome parents."
"Thanks... Hey, have you heard from Leo at all? I tried calling to invite him, but he wouldn't answer." 
Ivy's expression darkened, and even though I wasn't in frame anymore, she glared in my direction. 
"No. I haven't really talked to him since..." She cleared her throat. None of my children were happy to learn about the affair I'd had with Ray, but Ivy was more upset about what the news had done to her relationship with her twin. They used to be so close. I hated that Leo was taking this out on her too. 
"You might have better luck getting to him through Eden," Ivy said bitterly. "They're super close now, apparently." 
I had to leave the room while the girls finished their call. I couldn't keep the act up anymore. 
How could something that ended more than twenty years ago still be screwing up my life so much? 
How on Earth could I fix it? 
I didn't like the idea that Leo might never forgive me, but I could accept it. What I couldn't accept was him turning his back on the rest of his family for no good reason. They didn't deserve to be guilty by association. 
It was looking more and more like the only way forward was telling them the truth. 
The whole truth. 
But what if that still wasn't enough? Leo was stubborn, and it was entirely possible that nothing I said could make any difference. 
If that was the case, why would I want to risk making things worse with my other children? 
Russ and Cole both thought I should come clean, but they weren't women. They didn't understand the way my children would look at me, what the whole world would think of me. If I were a man, it would hardly be noteworthy. 
No matter how many glass ceilings I’d shattered, there were always more. 
Between all the physical activity last night and the excitement with the paparazzi this afternoon, I was exhausted. The large glass of wine Dynassy had poured me was making my eyelids heavy, all my bones feeling a little less solid. I went upstairs and did something I hadn't done since my kids were in diapers: I napped. 
There was no escape from my worries, though. I dreamed of camera flashes and ugly headlines, my kids turning their backs on me, saying terrible things to me. When I woke up, I was on the verge of tears, and I couldn't even remember the details, just the emotions. 
It was a knock on my door that had woken me, and Dynassy poked her head in when I didn't respond. 
"Mom? Are you okay?" 
I sat up groggily, rubbing my eyes as a yawn escaped. 
"Nick finally called me back, and I thought you might want to talk to him?" She came forward, holding her phone out. 
My heart caught in my throat. Nick used to be the one who best tolerated me—at least when we weren't fighting over his career or my interference in his personal life—but that was a long time ago. 
"How are you?" Nick said as I took the phone. "I saw some headlines... Who's this gardener guy?" 
I shot a look up at Dynassy, but she held up her hands. She wasn't expecting the ambush either. 
"No concern of yours," I answered. "You've got a pretty good shot at the playoffs this year from what I hear. Have you thought about renegotiating your contract?" 
"Mom—" 
"You've increased attendance by at least fifteen percent, not to mention the merchandise sales—" 
"Lucinda," he said, firmer. "I have an agent, and he is incredibly competent; I assure you." 
I sighed, nodding. "Of course. I'm sorry, I can't just turn off being your mother. I want to know they appreciate your worth." 
"They do. Listen, I have to go. Eden and I have plans to take the kids out tonight. I'll see you at the wedding, okay?" 
"Okay. I love you." 
"Love you too," he muttered. "See you soon, sis!" he shouted to Dynassy before hanging up. 
At least Nick didn't hate me, but his wife definitely wasn't a fan of mine. Especially after she’d found out I'd had an affair with her father. It did make our family tree a little complicated. Leo was the twins' uncle from both sides, for one. 
Alone with my thoughts again, all I could do was wonder if it had all been worth it. Ziggy and Ray were both long gone; I'd been alone for a long time, and it hadn't been easy. But I'd worked hard and made sure my kids would never want for anything. If that wasn't success, what was? 
The road had never been easy, but nothing worth having ever was. 
And that, more than anything else, convinced me of what I needed to do. 




Chapter 9

Lucinda


At precisely ten 'til noon, our hired car pulled up out front, the chauffer exiting to open the door for us. 
Dynassy and I had gotten both Ivy and Chloe to join us for dress shopping. She’d invited Eden too, but she'd already had plans with the twins. It still promised to be a fun day of shopping and indulging in our girly sides. It had been ages since I'd gone shopping with my daughters. We never got to do the typical teenage things. There were no Sweet 16s, homecoming dances, or Proms for world-famous superstars. By the time Dynassy was ten, her wardrobe had been entirely curated by the top brands, and Ivy always had her own unique sense of style which she fearlessly expressed without any input from me. 
As much as I'd tried to make myself invaluable in my kids' lives, I was realizing they hadn't really needed me in years. 
They didn't need me now either, but being wanted was better. Dynassy had entrusted me with choosing the boutiques we'd shop at, and that was an honor I didn't take lightly. 
Soon, we were all settled in the back of the town car. 
"When I made the appointments, I made sure they'd have maternity options available for you," I said. At eighteen weeks, she was just finally starting to show the signs of pregnancy, but in three more weeks, that tiny bump would be quite a bit larger. 
"Oh, good call," she said, offering me a gentle smile. 
"They generally offer champagne with the appointment, but they're going to have something else for you," I added. 
"Leave it to Lucinda to think of everything," Chloe said. I was especially happy she was tagging along. Chloe and I had always understood each other. She was just as driven and hungry for success as I'd always been. She loved to work, and she always craved more. She wasn't satisfied with sitting still, and with her history, she understood the kind of sacrifices I'd made better than any of my children did. 
Originally, I'd been sure that having a man of the cloth in the family would cause nothing but trouble. Eduardo had been a surprisingly steady influence, though. He had a talent for mediation and soothing inflamed tempers. Even when he didn't agree with my choices, he offered to share my perspective from a neutral observer, and he'd already mended a number of smaller rifts in our family. 
He and Chloe had been an unprecedented blessing, and I'd grown to consider Chloe another one of my daughters, Eduardo one of my sons. He may have been the product of Ziggy's affair, but I could never hold that against him. I loved him for his connection to Ziggy first, and then because of his gentle, understanding nature. 
"They are still going to have the champagne, though, right?" Ivy asked. "I was pretty bummed when I realized Jaci wouldn't be able to come, but then I kinda got myself excited for a grown-up girls’ day..." 
"Oh, there will definitely be champagne," I assured her. 
"You jerks," Dynassy fake-pouted. 
"Maybe you should've thought of that before you got knocked up," Ivy teased. 
Dynassy rolled her eyes. "Yeah, even if I did, it's still worth it," she answered with the same slightly dismissive attitude she'd had with her sister since they were teens. My girls loved each other, but they weren't exactly best friends. 
That was kind of the theme in my family. Could we ever be closer, or was it far too late? 
Maybe today could be a first step to bridging some of the gaps. 
The first boutique we’d arrived at was small, intimate, and a little too avant-garde for Dynassy's tastes. She’d tried on a few of the dresses that had been pre-selected for her, but I could tell that she was never really comfortable there. After she’d rejected the entire first crop, I swooped in while the associate was off looking for alternatives. 
"Are you ready for stop number two?" I asked, helping her out of a poofy, corseted number. 
"Yes, please," she groaned. "I don't know what it is, but there's some perfume or something in here that's making me nauseous." 
"Say no more," I said, passing her the clothes she’d wore in. "I'll call the car and wrap things up here. You get changed and get some fresh air, okay?" 
She smiled. "Thanks, Mom." 
I tried to keep my giddiness under wraps, but that was much harder to do once we’d walked into the second location. Right away, I knew this was where we'd find Dynassy's wedding dress. There was something magical about the airy venue, the hanging plants and fairy lights, the sound of a small fountain or waterfall in the distance. The gorgeous dresses on every wall didn't hurt either. It was a dream come true, and I saw that same thought reflected in Dynassy's expression. 
"This place is amazing," Chloe whispered, gaping at everything. "Now I'm kind of bummed I'm already married." 
"Didn't you guys have to get married to ... do anything?" Ivy asked. 
"Ivy!" I chided. 
"What? We're all adults. And it's not like we can pretend Dynassy is getting married as a virgin with a bun in the oven, can we?" 
I shook my head, but there was no use arguing with her. Ivy did things Ivy's way, and she was never going to listen to what anyone else had to say. If she'd listened to me, she'd still have both her kidneys. 
"Yeah, we did," Chloe finally answered. "And our rushed wedding was definitely worth it in that regard... But maybe we'll have a do-over party one day. I'm sure Eduardo wouldn't mind." 
"I think short of you going on an inter-state crime spree, there isn't much Eduardo wouldn't go along with," Dynassy said, all of us laughing together. 
It felt so good to have this time with my girls. I wished we could do it more often. 
"Hello!" an employee appeared from another part of the store with a warm smile. "Do you have an appointment with us today?"
"Dynassy Barnes," Dynassy answered, nodding. 
"Oh! Miss Barnes, we have the Garden Room already prepared for you." 
From there, we were taken into a large room which was divided in half by a floor-to-ceiling curtain. One side of the curtain had the fitting platform, with mirrors on all sides; the other side of the curtain was the sitting room for the rest of us. There were plush chairs and couches, cocktails in chilled glasses, and the waterfall we could hear from the front room emerged from the wall, giving the room a lovely ambience. 
There were already a number of dresses hanging on the fitting side of the room, and the employee helping us introduced herself as Olivia before going over the options she'd selected and why she thought they'd be a good fit. 
"They're all so beautiful," Dynassy said. "I don't know where to start." 
Olivia smiled patiently. "Well, a good place to start narrowing it down is fit. Your mother mentioned that you're expecting—congratulations. Are you looking to camouflage or accentuate that?" 
Dynassy paused to consider. "It took a lot for us to get here, and this baby is kind of a miracle. I don't think I could ever feel right about trying to cover it up." 
"Sounds good," Olivia said, eliminating a few options before considering what was left. "I think we should try this one." She pulled a dress off the wall, then gestured for Dynassy to follow. 
While Dynassy was busy getting changed, the rest of us relaxed and had champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries. 
"This champagne is amazing," Ivy said, pouring herself another glass. "How did you find this place?"
I shrugged. "You know me. I have my ways." 
A few minutes later, Olivia peeked through the curtain, grinning from ear to ear. "Are you ready?" 
"Yeah!" Ivy called. 
"Come show us," Chloe cheered. 
Olivia slowly pulled the curtain back, revealing Dynassy on the fitting platform, an absolute angel in white silk. 
The dress was simpler than I expected she'd pick, sleek and pristine. We were all struck speechless at once. Dynassy looked good in everything she wore, but seeing her in a wedding dress made the whole thing a lot more real. 
"What do you think?" Ivy asked, the first of us to find her voice. 
Dynassy's face was hard to read. She looked in the mirror, turning this way and that, smoothing her hands over the silhouette, then admiring how the fabric accentuated her baby bump. 
"Is it crazy to pick the first one?" she asked, clearly hoping for some encouragement. 
"No!" answered Ivy. 
"It's not really the first one," Chloe added. "Just the first one here." 
"You're very good at your job, Olivia," Dynassy said. "It's honestly perfect." 
"You're more than welcome to try on others to be sure," Olivia offered. 
"I don't need to," Dynassy insisted. 
"Well, if you're not going to use the time... I saw a dress I'd really like to try on," Ivy chimed in. "If that wouldn't be stepping on your toes, I mean. I don't know when Russ and I are going to—" 
"Of course," Dynassy cut her off with a chuckle. "Knock yourself out. I'm going to change so I can eat one of those strawberries without worrying about getting chocolate on the silk." 
"Which dress did you want to try on?" Olivia asked. She and Ivy left the Garden Room to hunt it down. 
It shouldn't have surprised me that Ivy and Russ were planning on getting married, but it did make me think about that call from him more seriously. He might be so adamant about me telling them because he didn't want to go into their marriage with secrets between them. 
I could hardly hold that against him. And I didn't want my secret to ruin any more relationships. 
Ivy was my last unmarried baby, though, and the realization that she wouldn't be for long, that they were all grown up, hit me hard. I drank a whole 'nother glass of champagne before Ivy and Olivia returned. 
The dress Ivy had spotted was unlike any wedding dress I'd ever seen before. It was also about as far from her sister's dress as one could possibly get. Dynassy's was simple and sleek while Ivy's was a riot of texture and color. The skirt was tiers of tulle in an ombre of color, and the bodice was highly decorated with embroidery and embellishments. 
It didn't scream 'wedding,' but it did scream 'IVY.' 
"That's really cute," Chloe said first. 
"Gives you a lot of options for hair color, though," Dynassy teased. 
"Oooh, yeah. What do you think you'll go with?" Chloe asked. 
"You'll just have to wait and see," Ivy said, twirling in the mirror. 
"Who wants to try something on next?" Olivia asked helpfully. I wondered how much of a commission she got from these sales, but so far, she'd earned every bit of it, so I wasn't going to begrudge her for the hustle. 
"I guess that'll be me," Chloe said, jumping up to her feet to follow Olivia. 
"It's a shame Eden couldn't come," Dynassy said. "Then we could've all gotten new dresses together." 
"What was her excuse?" Ivy asked. 
"Some event with the twins. You know how involved she is. She's basically supermom. I don't know how she does it," Dynassy replied. 
"This is the same girl who was a doctor by like twenty or something, wasn't she?" Ivy asked, rolling her eyes. 
"Yeah, true," Dynassy conceded, sighing. "I just hope I'm half as good at being a mom as she is." 
I reached over to pat Dynassy on the arm. "Of course you will, honey. You'll be an amazing mother." 
"Yeah, you'll be great," Ivy agreed. "Just be there for them instead of working all the time." 
In an instant, my blood turned to ice, and my defenses went up. I knew that comment was directed at me, but I didn't want Ivy to see how deeply it had affected me. 
"You two are lucky to have that luxury. If I hadn't worked so hard to ensure you have the careers you do, you wouldn't be free to stay home and raise babies." 
Ivy rolled her eyes again, brushing me off. "Oh, chill out. You don't need to be so sensitive. Not everything is about you." 
That was the final straw for me. I didn't want to break in front of them, especially not as Chloe and Olivia returned with a pile of dresses. Instead, I calmly excused myself, and I made it all the way to the bathroom before I let the tears start gathering. 
It had been such a nice day. We'd been having such a good bonding experience. Why did Ivy have to start up with me? I thought we'd moved past that kind of petty drama, but maybe I would never be good enough in the eyes of my children. Maybe they would never understand all that I'd done for them. Never appreciate it. 
I sniffled, trying to clean up my makeup when there was a knock on the door. 
"Lucinda? Can I come in?" It was Chloe, her voice soft and sweet. 
I sighed. If I was going to talk to any of them, it was going to be her. I unlocked the door, and before I could step aside for her to come in, Chloe gave me a hug. 
"Are you okay? Dynassy told me what Ivy said." 
A fresh wave of emotion welled up in my chest, and I fought to choke it down. 
"I should have expected it. They've never understood... They've always thought I'm a terrible mother. A smother." 
Chloe frowned. "I don't think that's true. They appreciate you." 
I laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I'm not sure about that, Chloe. Ivy and Leo especially, they've always had it in their heads that I wanted them to be famous for my sake. Now it's gotten so bad that I don't even know if Leo's going to make it to his sister's wedding. Is Dynassy really going to forgive me if that's my fault?" 
"Leo's choices aren't your fault," Chloe said. "Do you know how many times I've heard Eduardo tell someone they're not responsible for the actions of their loved one? Leo is a grown man. He's perfectly capable of handling his issues with you and being there for his siblings, but he's chosen to be selfish and make everyone pay the price for his anger." 
I shook my head. "He has every right to be angry with me." 
"But being angry with your family doesn't mean cutting them out of your life," she argued. "Maybe he'll start to understand more now that he's a father." 
"Maybe," I said, but I didn't feel very hopeful. I'd forgotten how angry my kids could get with me sometimes. I'd forgotten how venomous they could be. Other than the issue with Leo, we'd all been playing nice for years, and Ivy's sudden turn had been a sucker punch. 
The wedding was going to be an absolute minefield. Thankfully, Cole would be my date. It was the only hope I had. I was going to need his support; I always felt better with him by my side. 
And if everything went to hell in a handbasket, at least I knew Cole was incredibly proficient with taking my mind off of my problems. 




Chapter 10

Lucinda


 With the sun low enough in the sky for the garden lights to be on, Dynassy, Bridger, and I surveyed the final arrangement for the seating, aisle, and altar. 
I'd gotten glimpses of Cole's handiwork before, but this was a first look for the happy couple. Even in the shadows of twilight, his carving skills shined. He'd made them a lovely archway with vines and blooming flowers all hand-carved. 
I had no idea when he'd found the time in under three weeks, but he continued to impress me. 
"Cole, this is incredible!" Dynassy cried, a hand going up to cover her mouth. Her eyes welled up with tears, and she clung to Bridger's arm. "Isn't it so beautiful?" she asked with a sniffle. 
"Be careful," I warned. "We've already touched up your makeup three times tonight, and we haven't even left for the restaurant yet." 
"I know," Dynassy groaned. "I'm sorry. It's just these stupid hormones." She started swiping at her eyes, and I knew I'd be touching up her makeup at least one more time tonight. 
"It really is very impressive," Bridger said, rubbing one hand up and down Dynassy's arm, slow and soothing. He held her close and let her cry without making a big production about any of it. 
"Thanks," Cole said. I recognized that sheepish tone in his voice, and I was sure if there was more light in the garden, I would've been able to see his ears reddening. "Full disclosure: this is my wedding gift. Your registry was a little outside of my budget." He was good-humored about it in a way that said he liked the way things were. 
Most men would say they didn't care about my money, but with Cole, I truly believed it. He showed little interest in the finer things I'd offered him. It was refreshing, even if it had been a struggle to get him to agree to formalwear two days in a row. We compromised—he was going to wear a tuxedo to the wedding, but for the rehearsal dinner tonight, he was going in a sport coat without a tie. He'd made me promise I wouldn't let him stick out like a sore thumb, and that was about as casual as I could let him go. 
He looked damn good in the slacks and tailored coat. I wasn't sure if he'd be happy or horrified to hear that he was going to fit in just fine. 
"It's perfect," Dynassy said. "Honestly, between the wedding and the babies, we're up to our eyeballs in gifts. We're already working on donating some of it, so I'm glad you didn't waste your money." 
"Okay, so you'll come in from over there, down the walkway. Bridger will be on this side, you'll be over here, and Eduardo will be back there—" 
"Mom, isn't the point of the rehearsal dinner to rehearse? Shouldn't everyone be here to run through this?" 
I sighed. "Getting them all in one location is challenge enough. I don't think we could count on pulling off a location change with the whole group intact." 
"Yeah, you're probably right. I still can't believe Eden convinced Leo to join us via Zoom." 
"I still can't believe that's how he's joining," Cole grumbled. I was the only one who heard him, it seemed. Dynassy and Bridger were standing under the arch, facing each other, holding hands, both of them lost in their own world. 
"So then we'll do the vows and everything, and you'll kiss and… Well, you know." 
Dynassy laughed. "It's okay, Mom. It's a wedding we threw together at the last minute. I'm not expecting perfection." 
"At least if we screw up there's only going to be a dozen people here," Bridger pointed out.
"Exactly," Dynassy chuckled. "I think we've got the gist of it. We should get to the restaurant before people decide to leave." It was still surprising to me how casual she was being about the whole thing. The last time I'd mentioned it, she asked me if it was the wedding or the marriage that was more important. She and Bridger had other priorities. 
He certainly wasn't the kind of guy I’d expected to see my daughter with, but the more I’d thought about it, the more I’d recognized that he was exactly the kind of man Dynassy needed. He balanced her out perfectly. I really did believe they'd make wonderful parents. It wouldn't always be easy, especially not with two so close in age, but they were a strong couple. They could do it. 
"We'll meet you there," I said, sending her off with a quick hug. 
Once they were out of sight, Cole put his arms around me, his brow furrowing with concern. "Everything okay?" 
"I'm going to tell them tonight." 
His eyebrows shot up. "Really? Tonight?" 
"I don't know when I'll ever have them all together again, and I'd rather not explain the whole thing more than once." 
Cole nodded, then pulled me close against him, resting his chin on the top of my head. "You have my full support; you know that." 
I wrapped my arms around him, hoping none of my makeup transferred to his shirt. "You sure you're ready for this circus?" I asked. I didn't want him to back out—I really needed his support for what was in store—but I also didn't want the drama of this night to ruin what we had. 
"Bring it on," he said, snaking his hand down to squeeze my butt. 
I blew out a long breath, nodding. "All right. Let's do it." 
[image: image-placeholder]The dinner was awkward from the start. 
How could it not be? Leo was there on a freaking iPad. Everyone was trying to be happy for Dynassy, trying so hard that it felt like some of us were wearing masks. But that was what we Barneses did. It was what we'd always done. 
It was when Eduardo suggested we all share some words of wisdom with the newlyweds-to-be that I saw my opportunity. 
Russ had been watching me closely all night. If the toasts got around to me and I didn't say something, I was sure that he would. My hands were tied, and I just wanted to start the healing process for my family. 
Cole squeezed my hand when it was my turn to speak. I stood up, raising my glass. 
"To Dynassy and Bridger. I hope your family is full of laughter, love, and honesty. As I hope for ours to be." I swallowed, my throat tight as I looked around at everyone gathered. Suddenly, this didn't just feel difficult; it felt impossible. 
Then I looked to the iPad with Leo's face and saw his video freeze for a moment. This had gone on long enough. Leo needed to be a part of this family again. 
Even if it meant I couldn't be. 
"There's something I need to share with you all. Something I should have shared a long time ago..." 
I had no plan for how I was going to explain it, but the words spilled out anyway, one after the other, laying out the whole situation in lurid detail. Possibly too much detail considering half the audience was made of my children. 
I was through with hiding, though. Through holding back. They could reject me if they wanted, but they were going to be rejecting all of me. The real me. I wouldn't let them shut me out without seeing me for the woman I really was. 
By the time I was finished, I could've heard a pin drop. Of course, there were no pins falling in the private dining room of Melaza. What I heard instead was Leo hanging up the Zoom call. 
"Are you kidding me?" Eden's screech was next, startling her kids. 
"Mom, what the hell?" Dynassy hissed while Nick worked on calming his wife down—or, at least, keeping her from lunging across the table at me. 
My attempt at a fresh start was not going over as well as I'd hoped. 
"Maybe I should go," I offered gently, half expecting them to all form a frothing mob at any moment. Ivy was fuming, Nick and Eden looked murderous, Dynassy didn't seem much happier with me, and there was no wondering how Leo felt...
It was a disaster. 
"I think that's a good idea," Bridger said. Even he sounded pissed, though his tone was level. 
"Come on," Cole said gently, pulling on my hand. 
That shook me out of my daze a little. He was still there. Still next to me. Still holding my hand. 
Without him, I might have never made it out of there. But Cole guided me as my vision clouded with tears. He got me into the car while my head was buzzing, and all I could see was their angry stares. And once we were alone together, safe in the car and on our way back to my place, he pulled me against his chest and stroked my back. 
"I'm sorry that didn't go how you'd hoped," he said softly, kissing the top of my head. 
"Me too." After a minute passed in silence, I looked up at him, blown away by his wisdom and maturity. He was young, but only in body—in his energy and libido. In his heart, he was an old soul. "Thank you for sticking with me." 
"I told you I would," he said, squeezing me again. 
Even after everything he knew, everything that had happened, Cole didn't judge me. 
I'd never had that in a relationship. Even Ziggy had his judgmental moments. Times when he clearly wished I was quieter or tamer, more palatable, maybe. He'd told me more than once that I could be abrasive in my first impressions. 
I couldn't imagine Cole ever saying something like that. Cole seemed to actually accept me for who I was. 
It was something I didn't understand I was missing until I had it. Seeing how readily he accepted me revealed how much I was being asked to apologize for in other aspects of my life. Everyone was always asking for more, for less, for a change to this part of my personality or that part of my vocabulary. 
Cole asked for nothing. 
That kind of moral support was invaluable. On that ride home, I figured out just how important he really was to me, and that made me hold on tighter. There was still one person in my life who wasn't running for the hills. I refused to lose him. 
"I don't even know if they're going to want to do the wedding at my place now," I said with sudden realization.  "Maybe I shouldn't have said anything. I just thought it would be better to get it out before the wedding, so we could move forward without any secrets... I've been a fool, haven't I?" 
Cole stroked my hair, winding it around his finger the way he liked to when he was starting to drift off to sleep. "I don't think you've been a fool," he said. "And I don't think they're going to cancel the wedding. It's tomorrow, and everyone is already in town. It's probably going to be pretty awkward, though." 
I buried my face in his chest, not caring about my makeup getting on his shirt anymore. "Maybe I shouldn't go. I'll just stay in my room and let them have the wedding without me." 
"Don't be silly. You're Dynassy's mother. She's going to want you at her wedding. If anyone tries to talk to you about all of this, just tell them you want to keep the focus on Dynassy on her big day, and you'll talk about it another time." 
I frowned. "You really think it's going to be that easy?" 
"I don't think it's going to be easy at all, but I think that's about all you can do." 
"I appreciate your honesty." 
He nodded, leaning in to kiss me. "And in time, everyone will appreciate yours too." 
I wasn't sure I believed him, but I had to hold onto hope. If I couldn't, I'd have to accept that I’d just dropped a nuclear bomb on my family. With Cole's help, I chose to believe there was still something I could salvage from the wreckage. 




Chapter 11

Lucinda


 The last thing I wanted to do in the morning was get out of bed. After we'd gotten back from the rehearsal dinner, Cole and I had poured ourselves some drinks and gone skinny-dipping in the hot tub. For once, it didn't go anywhere, but I still had a good time with him. I especially liked how he carried me off to bed and put me into pajamas. 
For such a young guy, he was pretty good at taking care of someone else. 
And then we'd fallen asleep together, without having sex, fully clothed. Weirdly enough, that felt like possibly the most intimate thing we'd done together. 
Cole was already awake when I opened my eyes. He was propped up on one elbow, casually playing with my hair with his free hand. 
"Morning," I muttered, pulling the blankets up to my eyes so he wouldn't have to endure my dragon breath. "Has there been any news?" 
He shook his head. "Esther brought some coffee and aspirin up, but I don't think anyone else has been here."
"Should I call Dynassy?"
Cole shrugged. "I think right now, if it was me, I'd let everyone have some space until they make a move." 
I sighed, dropping my forehead against his chest. "Do you know how hard it is for me to do nothing? This is torture." 
"Would it be easier if I tied you up?" he teased. 
I considered that for a moment. "Maybe," I admitted, making him chuckle before squeezing me tight. 
"It'll be okay," he said. "And no matter what happens today, I'm going to be there. You're not going to have to deal with any of it alone." 
"Thank goodness for that. How early is too early to start drinking?" 
He laughed again, kissing me. "I think I know something that might do a better job of relaxing you," he said, kissing my neck, his hand sliding between my legs at the same time. 
"I haven't even had my coffee yet," I said. It was a half-hearted protest, and I didn't actually put up a fight at all. I wanted to let Cole distract me and keep my mind off of the disaster that would be waiting for me in a few hours. 
I wasn't sure how exactly everything was going to go wrong, but after last night, I was positive it would. 
Though I was kept entirely out of the loop, it seemed there was some sort of family group chat where everyone agreed the wedding was still on. Eduardo and Chloe were the first to arrive, breaking the news to me before anyone else showed up. 
"Oh my gosh, how are you?" Chloe gushed, immediately handing off their gift to Esther before coming in for a big hug. "I'm so sorry for how everything went. I know you've probably got this whole thing catered to kingdom come, but I brought some of those boozy truffles you like so much. Figured some chocolate therapy might be what you need." 
Sometimes Chloe's southern hospitality was overwhelming. In Louisiana, food equaled love and comfort, so it shouldn't have surprised me that she came bearing treats. Or rather, Eduardo came bearing them for her. He'd followed Esther with the boxes as she took their gift to join the others, but he was back, at Chloe's side, giving me a somber, sympathetic look. 
"Thank you. Have you two spoken to any of the others?" 
Eduardo nodded. "Everyone but Leo. They have decided to go along with the wedding as planned." 
I could hear the caveat waiting in his voice. "But...?" 
He sighed. "They would like me to ask you to refrain from giving any speeches or toasts. They're hoping you'll understand why they want you to keep a low profile. I'm sorry Lucinda. I tried to counsel them, but emotions are just too high at the moment. I think what you've done has taken a lot of courage. Not many people would be brave enough to share that kind of truth after so long. I believe in time, everyone will come around to see it that way as well."  
"I hope you're right. Cole said almost the same thing to me." 
"He's a smart guy," Chloe said. "I saw the tabloid stories, but I didn't really think anything of it. I thought you would've told me you had a new man in your life!" 
"There's been a lot going on," I admitted. "I didn't intentionally leave you out of the loop, I promise."
She looked around to make sure he wasn't nearby eavesdropping, but he was upstairs showering and getting dressed. "He does make you happy, though? Things are good?" 
I laughed. It felt strange to have someone ready to come to my defense in regards to dating. My children had never had much concern with the men I'd dated. No one ever felt the need to threaten 'treat my mom right or else,' but that was exactly the feeling I got from Chloe's line of questioning. 
My children might not have liked me much, but I had a couple of surrogate kids who were pretty supportive. It wasn't all bad. 
"Yeah, with him, things are good. He's the one constant in my life that isn't always on the verge of blowing up. And he's honestly way too smart to be getting mixed up in all this mess, but he hasn't left me over it yet. I'm not sure how I got so lucky with him, but I feel very fortunate to have him." 
"Good," Chloe said, still with that fiercely protective gleam in her eyes. "You deserve someone who makes you happy. I know it was a game-changer for me," she added with an adoring look at Eduardo. 
He smiled back, clearly used to his wife's praise. With one hand on the small of her back, he leaned in for a quick, chaste kiss. "I'm going to go make sure everything's ready. You two take it easy with the business talk, okay?" 
Chloe laughed, waving him off as he left. "He says I'm the workaholic, but who never says no to a charity event or a crisis call, no matter the hour?" She laughed again, nothing but love and admiration for her husband. It was so beautiful to see two people so in love and so supportive of one another. 
Could Cole and I ever get there?
Bridger and Nick arrived not too long after Chloe and Eduardo. Nick was the only groomsman in this small backyard wedding, but it was obvious that neither one of them wanted to be there. Bridger gave me nothing more than a cordial, "Lucinda," with a nod, while Nick seemed to be debating whether he wanted to confront me or pretend I didn't exist at all. 
"It's incredible how much the twins have grown since the last time I saw them," I said, sidling over to Nick, trying to make small talk. I wished Cole was down here with me, but I knew getting all dressed up was way out of his comfort zone and I didn't want to rush him. 
Nick sighed, giving me a hard look. "What are you trying to do?" 
"What am I—I'm just talking to my son. Can I not do that anymore?" 
Nick groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
"Do you have any idea how upset Eden is right now? It was bad enough when she knew you slept with her father, but hearing...all that about Ray and all the ways he cheated on Mary Lou...God, Mom, what were you thinking?" 
"I thought...I don't know. I guess it doesn't matter now." 
"Eden didn't even want to come today. I had to talk her into it so Dynassy wouldn't be the one to suffer." 
"I'm sorry," I said. There was nothing left to say. Nick and Dynassy were the ones who didn't hate me, and now I'd gone and ruined that too. 
"Just...A word of advice," Nick said before I could walk away. "Don't talk to Ivy. Leo still won't answer he calls and she's having some major twin withdrawals." 
"And it's all my fault," I said bitterly. 
"Are you trying to say it's not?" 
"I just think Leo could be a bit more mature about all of this. Ivy hasn't done anything to warrant his ire, and Dynassy shouldn't have to plan her wedding missing one of her brothers. I'm not without blame, but I'm not the only one who's made things difficult around here." 
Nick scoffed, shaking his head. "You really are unbelievable, you know that? I can't believe you'd try to make yourself the victim after all of this." 
"I'm not—" 
"Sorry I'm late," Cole interrupted before I could lose my temper. "I had to watch that tie-tying tutorial a couple of times to get it right." He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before slipping an arm around my waist protectively. "Everything all right?" 
"Wonderful," Nick sneered, taking his chance to leave. "Hope you know what you're getting yourself into, man," he added, still shaking his head as he walked off. 
Cole squeezed my side. "Still here," he said. 
We'd originally planned for all the girls to get ready at my place, to have gossip and champagne and all that lovely nonsense. Now, I supposed they were doing all of that without me. Without Chloe too. 
I appreciated her loyalty, but I hoped she wasn't alienating herself from her sisters-in-law just for my sake. 
Things were tense enough with just the men present, but once the women arrived, the atmosphere became downright hostile. Dynassy wouldn't even look at me. She wouldn't talk to me either, instead speaking to me through Esther. 
It was a nightmare, and I could only take so much of it. I'd tried to give them space, I'd tried to let it all go for the sake of the day, but if they were going to make me feel like a pariah in my own home, I was going to have to draw the line. 
The moment I walked into the room they were using for last minute touch-ups, the air seemed to freeze. If looks could kill, I would've been dead on the spot. 
"I thought Eduardo spoke to her," Eden addressed Chloe sourly. It was like I was a mangy stray they didn't want bringing fleas into the house. 
"He did," I answered for Chloe. "And I'm not going to be here long. I just wanted a moment to speak with Dynassy." 
She glared at me, but I was too taken by her beauty to even really notice. She was a goddess in her silk column dress, her skin glowing with the vitality of pregnancy. Her hair was up in a simple design with a few face-framing curls pulled out, and she was wearing the same diamond and opal necklace she'd worn to Ivy's first Grammys. My breath caught in my throat, and I fought to push back tears. I didn't want to be accused of manipulating them or trying to detract the attention away from Dynassy's day. 
"You look beautiful, honey." 
"Thanks." 
"You all do," I added, definitely getting more teary by the minute. "Can we talk?" 
Dynassy wasn't moved. "You can talk here," she said, going back to the mirror to finish her make-up. 
I sighed. It didn't matter if everyone heard what I had to say. Maybe it was even better that way. 
"I'm sorry for last night. It wasn't my intention to take away from the celebration, and I certainly didn't want to ruin dinner. If I'd known...Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that I'll be staying upstairs during the wedding and reception, so no one will have to avoid me." 
Dynassy turned back to look at me, her mouth opening to say something, but then she glanced around the rest of the room and stopped herself. 
"That's very considerate of you," she finally said, those words breaking my heart. I didn't want to miss my daughter's wedding, but if she didn't want me there, I wasn't going to force my presence on anyone. 
"Eden, I think I owe you a personal apology too. I didn't think about how my story might harm your memories of your father. Ray was a wonderful man and he loved you dearly. Don't let me take anything away from that." 
Eden's expression softened, just a bit, but enough that I noticed it. I didn't think I'd ever win her over, but I might be able to stop her from abandoning the entire family over her dislike for me. 
"If everything you said is true, I think it's my mother you owe an apology to," Eden said coolly, turning her attention back to her twins who kept trying to wriggle out of their formalwear. 
"You might be right about that," I admitted, beginning my retreat. It had been decades since Mary Lou wanted anything to do with me and I wasn't sure there was anything I could say to make up for the things I'd done, but if I was going to go on an amends tour, she certainly deserved a spot. 
Cole was waiting for me out in the hallway with an expectant look. 
"Well? How'd it go?" 
"Good news and bad news." 
"What's the good news?" 
"You don't have to wear that monkey suit after all," I answered as my throat started tightening. 
"Lucinda, I'm sorry," he said, pulling me into his embrace. I didn't have to tell him what the bad news was. 
"What do you think about going to Texas?" I asked, still pushing back tears. I knew once I let them start they weren't going to stop for a long time. I needed to keep them at bay for as long as possible. 
"Can't say I've ever considered it, but I hear they've got good bar-b-que," he answered. "Thinking about a vacation?" 
"Not exactly. There's someone I hurt more than anyone else with all of this, and I think it's time I face the music." 
"And you want me to go with you?" he asked, incredulous. 
I nodded. "You're the only thing that's kept me sane lately. I can't imagine trying to face Mary Lou on my own. Truth be told, I'd probably chicken out at the airport and turn right back around." 
"So what you're saying is you need a firm hand to keep you in line?" he asked, his voice deepening enough to make me warm all over. His over-the-top innuendo got a little chuckle out of me too. He was always so good at breaking through the tension—another reason why it'd be good to have him with me. 
"Will you do it? I'll pay for everything, obviously, and we have a private plane, so you don't have to worry about a lack of legroom..." Maybe I was selling it a little hard, coming off too desperate, but with Cole, I didn't care about that stuff anymore. I didn't care if he knew how much I wanted him because I wasn't ashamed of it. 
"Well, when you put it like that," he said, "how could I possibly say no?"




Chapter 12

Cole


 Watching Dynassy's wedding through social media with Lucinda was surreal. If I went out to the terrace, I'd be able to see the top of the arch I'd built. I might even be able to hear the bishop officiating. To have it also playing out in HD on my phone screen was strange. 
What was stranger was the steady stream of comments accompanying the video.
Strangest of all, a large number of those comments were talking about my arch, wondering who the artist was, expressing interest in their own arch or gazebo. I didn't know what to think about all of that, but when I looked over to Lucinda, I could already see the wheels turning in her head. Any other time I might've cut her off at the pass, but this time I knew I was going to let Lucinda have her moment. She needed it. 
"Your handiwork is a big hit," she said, cuddling up to me to show me some comments I hadn't seen yet. 
"I'm glad people like it." 
"Don't be so modest. You're going viral." 
The word made me wrinkle my nose. "I never did understand why that's supposed to be a good thing." 
 "Because it means your talents are being recognized. People love your work and want to see more of it. Doesn't that excite you?" 
I shrugged. Maybe it should have, but I'd never cared about recognition or getting anyone's approval. 
"This could be the perfect launching point to an incredible business," she said, quickly gaining steam. She sat up excitedly and put her phone down, setting the wedding aside, forgetting her melancholy—how could I rain on her parade? 
"You could really make a name for yourself—people would love to watch you," she added, her smile turning suggestive. 
"I don't know," I finally said. I wanted her to forget all the family crap that was dragging her down, but I didn't want her to get too carried away. I had to rein her in a little before I had a TV show, two podcasts, and a line of designer plant pots. "Don't you think you might be getting a little ahead of yourself? Just because a few people on the internet like one thing—" 
"It's not just a few people," she cut in, snatching her phone back up. She scrolled right past the video feed, leaving it muted as she went through the comments instead. "And these aren't just random people; there are some very famous people commenting on your work. Trust me, with my help, you could be a household name by next summer."
I took her wrist, pulling her toward me. With her free hand, she braced herself against my chest, and I took her phone away, setting it out of her reach.
"I don't doubt your abilities for a moment," I assured her. 
"Don't you want to be more than just a gardener?" she asked, dismayed. 
"I am more than 'just a gardener,'" I said. "I've never wanted to define myself by what I do for a living. Even though it's something I love, that's just one part of me. I also enjoy woodworking. Brewing my own beer. Surfing. Spending time with my cat. Spending time with you..." I added, pulling her face toward mine. 
"And you're happy with that?" she asked. 
I chuckled. "Yes. I have a lot of interests. Working too much on one thing would take away from that." 
She exhaled a long, slow breath, the excitement and enthusiasm slowly fading. It was too bad I'd had to take that away from her. She was so gorgeous when she got that spark in her eyes.  I wish I knew how to bring it back without selling my soul to the Barnes Media machine. 
"Okay, if you're sure," she said, still making a face that told me she didn't get it. She was far too driven and powerful to understand being content with nothing like I was. Her ambition was incredibly hot, but that didn't mean I could match it. 
"I am. But thank you for offering. I'm perfectly happy being just your gardener." 
"That's not what I meant," she said, frowning, her body turned toward mine. I'd taken off most of the tux as soon as we entered her bedroom, but Lucinda was still wearing the gown she'd picked out for the wedding. No one else was going to get to see the way that dress hugged her body, how it showed off her long legs with a high slit. 
And I knew no one was ever going to see her in the dress, because when I pulled her on top of me, her legs astride me, we both heard the riiiiiiip that said I'd just ruined a very expensive dress. 
Instead of being upset about it, she laughed. 
That was all the permission I needed to rip it off of her the rest of the way, propelled by her squeals of shock and laughter. 
Neither one of us talked about her family, the wedding or anything else that was going on outside for the rest of the day. 
The next morning, Lucinda was ready to go to Texas. 
"Now? Today?" I'd agreed to go with her, but I thought I'd get a bit more notice than that. "I've got to find someone to take care of my cat—" 
"I'll have you back by tomorrow. Surely you can leave for a day without it dying?" 
I sighed. "He's not going to be happy about it. Let me go home and pack and explain things to him." 
"To...your cat?" she asked, a slow smile spreading across her face. 
"Yes. He deserves to know when I plan on coming home." 
She grinned, then leaned up on her toes to kiss me. "You're cute. Can you be back in three hours?" 
"Okay," I agreed, kissing her back. Life with Lucida was never dull, but I did wind up wondering what the hell I'd gotten myself into far too often. 
Predictably, Max was not happy that I'd been gone so much lately. He wasn't about to get any happier either. I cleaned out his bowls, gave him fresh wet and dry food—plus enough extra to keep the fat bastard happy for at least a day—and made sure he had bowls of water all throughout the house. I cleaned out his litter box and gave him a thorough belly rub, then I tried to ignore the betrayed look he gave me as I left with my overnight bag. 
If he still had his balls, he'd understand the crazy things we'd do for sex. 
Though, if I was honest with myself, this was far more than sex. It had been for a long time. Originally, I never expected to be anything more than a plaything for a rich and powerful woman like Lucinda, but she surprised me all the time. She let me in more than I thought she would, and the more I learned about her, the more I wanted to learn. Every new thing she showed me just made me want her more. 
I had it bad; there was no denying it. But I couldn't tell Lucinda. If she thought I was going to make things complicated, she'd end this whole thing rather than try to fit another tangled mess into her life. And I couldn't even say I'd blame her. 
I wanted to be the one simple thing in her life. The one thing that didn't stress her out. Maybe if I could pull that off, I'd earn my place in her life. 
What else did I have to offer her? 
I'd never been on a private plane before. 
Hell, I could count the number of times that I'd been on any plane on one hand, so while Lucinda was telling me about how she decided to downsize their jet after the kids all moved to different areas, I just gaped at it all. 
The interior of Lucinda's plane was bigger than my apartment. Way nicer too. There were overstuffed armchairs on one side, upholstered in creamy tan leather, and on the opposite side, there was a long couch that looked perfect for a quick in-flight nap. There was a TV and a minibar, and the crew area was separated from the cabin by a sliding door, so once we were all closed up, it felt more like a hotel room than the inside of a plane. 
It was incredible that things like this even existed, but I didn't know how I felt about all of it—not exactly uncomfortable, per se, but definitely a little out of place. This was a world I felt like I had no business being in. Everything I knew about planes was cramped seats, crying babies, and bad food. Not comfortable armchairs, champagne, and the whole place to ourselves. 
I felt like someone had mistaken me for someone important. 
"I'm not sure it's the best idea for me to be drinking on the way to see Mary Lou," Lucinda admitted, watching the champagne bubbles form around the strawberry that had sunk to the bottom of the glass. "I don't really know what to expect." 
"No?" 
She shook her head. "We used to be friends. Back before...Well, you know. We drifted apart when she started to suspect about me and Ray, but after the plane crash, I thought..." She shook her head, downing half her champagne in one. "I thought we might be able to get over all that and be there for each other. Help each other grieve...Instead, she took Eden away to Texas and pretended like her life in California had never existed." 
"You're nervous about seeing her again," I filled in the blanks. It wasn't easy for Lucinda to admit weaknesses like that, but she nodded anyway. 
I set down my champagne and circled around her seat to rub her shoulders. 
"Oh, wow," she groaned. "That feels amazing." 
I kept going, varying my pressure without ever going too hard. I didn't want to bruise her. Not like this, anyway. I might like some bruises in the shape of my handprint on her ass...But that would be later. Right now she needed a gentler hand. 
Her head fell forward as I worked on the knots at the base of her skull, moving further down her spine. I leaned in and kissed the side of her neck, lingering on the spot that always made her shiver. 
She looked back at me, eyes dilated with lust, breathing shallow, and she licked her lips. "Have you ever joined the Mile High Club?" 
My startled laugh probably gave me away. "Can't say that I have. I don't fly much. Definitely never like this..." 
Lucinda smiled and pressed the call button. 
"Did you need something, Mrs. Barnes?" the flight attendant asked, opening the door just enough to check on us. 
"I just wanted to tell you that we won't be needing anything else, so you don't need to check on us. Enjoy the flight," Lucinda said. The flight attendant understood perfectly, suddenly bashful as she ducked back into the crew section of the plane. 
"There," Lucinda said, satisfied with herself. "Now we won't be interrupted." 
"Is that so?" I asked, heated anticipation surging to my groin, making me want her more than ever. Nothing was off-limits with Lucinda. She was vibrant, adventurous, and insatiable.
What more could a man ask for? 
"Do you not want to?" she asked, fake innocence in her voice as she stood up, sauntering over to me, her hips swaying from side to side. 
"Oh no, I definitely want to," I answered, eyes traveling up and down her body. I could eat her up here and now, but I had other ideas. 
Ideas that came from memories of our very first night together. 
"But I think you're going to have to show me how it's done," I finished, sitting down on the long couch, stretching my arms out over the back. 
"Mmm, you've never needed any lessons before," she purred, pulling her dress up as she approached. 
"Get your ass over here," I growled, making her grin. 
Her dress went higher, up over her hips so she could sit astride me. I slid my hand between us, pushing the thin fabric of her thong to the side so my fingers could tease all the spots that made her eyelids flutter. 
Lucinda wasn't in the mood to be teased, though. She was full of nervous energy that she wouldn't admit to, and she had to get it out somehow. She didn't bother undressing me; she undid my belt, the button and fly on my jeans, and then she just pulled my cock free. 
Her touch always felt incredible but seeing her go for what she wanted was what really turned me on in the moment. I loved our power play, I loved bossing her around, the light in her eyes as she considered arguing and what the consequences for that would be, but the determined set of her brow as she sank down onto me was almost too much. I didn't often get this side of Lucinda in the bedroom and the novelty of it nearly made me come before I was ready. 
"Don't you dare," she said. "I'm not ready yet." 
"Yes ma'am," I groaned, squeezing her hips to try to gain some semblance of control. 
Lucinda wasn't giving it up this time, though. She was a woman on a mission, and she planned to use me until she was done with me. 
I had no objections. 
She kissed me hard, riding me like she was worried we'd be caught or run out of time, but we were in danger of neither. There was a desperate urgency in the way she fucked me that I didn't fully understand, but God, it was hot. I couldn't get enough of it. 
I couldn't get enough of her. 
I wasn't sure I ever would. 
Her fingernails curled into my shoulders, the telltale sign that she was getting close. There were times when Lucinda had left actual claw marks down my back—not that I was complaining. Though I did use it as an excuse to tie her up the next time. 
She bore down on me, her muscles clenching and milking me while her whole body shook with the waves of her orgasm. 
It was a big one. Big and beautiful. Her mouth fell open, her eyes rolled back in her head, and the gasping moan that slipped through her lips—perfection. 
"There," she said, still panting afterward as we laid down on the couch together. "Now you can say you've joined the Mile High Club." 
"No one I'd rather join with that you," I chuckled, stroking her hair as I held her against my chest. Her shampoo smelled like jasmine, and I could never get enough of it. 
After a stretch of comfortable silence, once we'd caught our breaths, Lucinda propped up and gave me a look that instantly made me worried. 
It was the look she got when she had a plan. 
"I've been thinking more about what we were talking about yesterday," she said. 
"Oh?" 
"What do you think about a reality show? You could keep working in the garden and we'd just have a couple of cameras following you around. You won't even know they're there—" 
I kissed her, then looked directly in her eyes so she wouldn't be able to misinterpret me. "No. I like things the way they are. I'm not looking for bigger and better things. I already have the best." 
She didn't argue with me about it anymore. She didn't say much of anything after that. We stayed snuggled on the couch for the rest of the flight, only getting dressed when the pilot made the landing announcement. Lucinda didn't seem angry, but a part of me wondered if I'd disappointed her by turning down her offer. 
Could she ever be happy with my lack of ambition?




Chapter 13

Lucinda


 Despite my former life as the jet-setting wife of a rock star, I generally liked to stay within the borders of California these days. I was willing to venture out to visit New York or Paris, maybe Miami or a tiny resort island—I never thought I'd be taking the private jet to Texas. Not after I got Nick out of this backwards place. 
Even when I'd come to see him before, I stayed within the city. 
I didn't get to do that anymore. Mary Lou lived in the middle of nowhere. 
Literally, nowhere. The last time we were anywhere that resembled a town was twenty miles ago. Since then it'd been farmland or empty dirt. Sometimes the dirt had cows. There were very few houses and even other vehicles were scarce. There was no cell service, no gas stations—if we broke down, we'd probably die. 
"I don't know how anyone could live out here," I muttered, every glance out the window making me sullener. Sullen was better than nervous, though. I hadn't told Cole, but I kind of expected Mary Lou to try to claw my eyes out when I showed up. I suspected Eden had already told her everything and she was seething. 
"Yeah, I couldn't imagine being this far from the ocean," Cole agreed. 
"Or civilization." 
He shrugged. "That I don't mind. People are overrated. Most people," he amended when I arched a brow. 
"It's awfully brown out here. Not many trees," I added. 
"It would be a challenge to landscape," he said. "I bet they do a lot of drought-resistant xeriscaping." 
"You're so cute when you talk about gardens," I teased. There was no time to enjoy the levity of the moment, though. The marker for Mary Lou's property came into view—a big boulder with the name of her farm etched into it—and all the wind left my sails. 
"You ready for this?" Cole asked. 
I shook my head. "I'm not sure I'll ever be ready for this." How was I supposed to apologize to my former best friend for sleeping with her husband and having his child? 
Pretty hard to come back from that. 
"It's probably going to suck," Cole conceded. "But you've gotten through worse." 
He had a point there. And for my family, I would endure a lot more. 
The road to Mary Lou's house was unpaved, bumpy, and seemed to go on forever. There were fields on either side with a few sparse trees and bushes. There were a few of goats and horses grazing, surrounded by grass and wildflowers, the cloudless blue sky the perfect backdrop to the postcard-perfect picture. 
"Okay, maybe I can see some of the appeal here," I said, cracking a window. The air outside smelled like the country, like fresh green growth and animals. 
"They've got a really nice spot out here," Cole agreed. 
"Too bad it's in Texas." 
"It is," he said, and we both laughed a little as Mary Lou's house came into view. 
She was outside, kneeling in her garden beds wearing a floppy sunhat, cut-off jean shorts, and a sleeveless button-down shirt. She'd certainly got the uniform down pat. The sound of our car coming down the dirt road caught her attention and she stood, shielding her eyes with her hand. 
A fast black and white dog raced down from the porch, barking until the car stopped. Then it started jumping on the car door. 
"George, get down," Mary Lou said, waving her hat at the dog. "Go on. That's no way to treat visitors." 
"Well, at least she called the attack dog off?" Cole offered, trying to find a bright side. 
"Let's do it," I groaned, opening the car door. Every move took a ton of effort, like I was fighting against the tide. 
Mary Lou spotted me, then her face fell. 
"My mistake, George. They're intruders, not visitors," she said, her voice flat. 
"Intruders?" I asked. 
She scoffed. "It's a lot nicer than the word I used in my head." 
"I deserve that." 
"And a hell of a lot more," she said, turning her back on me. 
I glanced over to Cole, and he gestured for me to keep going. I regretted bringing him, but this was precisely why I had. 
"You're right," I said, following her to the garden. Her 'attack dog' George came over wagging its tail, sniffing around my knees. I held my hands out, trying to keep it at arms' length, but that didn't seem to make a difference. "I take it you've talked to Eden already?" 
"You've got a lot of damn nerve showing your face around here. Folks around here like to shoot trespassers." 
"Mary Lou, you're not going to shoot me. We have the same grandchildren for crying out loud. Will you let me say my piece?" 
"Hey hon? Did I hear someone pull up?" came a male voice from inside the house. A moment later, the front door opened, then a screen door swung out and a man exited carrying a shotgun. 
Maybe she wasn't kidding about shooting us. 
"It's all right," Mary Lou answered through gritted teeth. "This is Lucinda," she said. 
The guy on the porch froze, narrowing his eyes at me. Apparently, my reputation preceded me. 
"I didn't know she was comin' down," he said, his grip on the shotgun not loosening. 
"Me either," Mary Lou said. "You don't need to shoot her, though," she added, pausing before finishing. "You can put the gun away." 
"Who's that?" the guy asked, nodding his head at Cole. 
"My boyfriend," I answered quickly. "Please don't shoot him either." 
Mary Lou gave Cole a onceover and I could see a judgmental comment sitting on the tip of her tongue, but somehow, she held it in. 
"This is Keith," she said. "Hon, could you take Cole in for a drink or something so we can have a minute? He is old enough to drink, isn't he?" 
There was that judgmental comment I was waiting for. 
"He is," Cole answered for me. "And I'd love one, thanks." 
The men were all too eager to scamper off. Neither one of them was foolish enough to stick around for the ticking timebomb to go off. 
"All right," Mary Lou said, her hands on her hips. "You're here. Say your piece." 
"I—" My voice broke, and suddenly I wasn't so sure about what to say. I'd rehearsed what I thought sounded acceptable, but now, standing in front of Mary Lou, seeing the new lines in her face and thinking about all the years we'd lost, everything I was going to say seemed hollow. 
"I'm so sorry for everything that happened," I said. I didn't expect her to believe me, but it needed to be said anyway. "It wasn't right. There's no way I can pretend to defend it. But we didn't plan for things to get so out of control. It was just a strange, kind of wonderful, kind of terrible thing we all did. But Ray never wanted to leave you. He loved you and Eden, and he was completely committed to your family. To the two of you." She said nothing, and I couldn't tell what was going on in her head, so I kept going. 
"That world we lived in—the sex, drugs, and rock'n'roll—it was really messed up a lot of the time. There's no excuse for it, but I really am truly sorry for the harm I caused you. As terrible as it sounds, none of us thought about how much it would hurt you. If we had, we probably wouldn't have kept it going as long as we did." 
"That is terrible," Mary Lou said, now crossing her arms over her chest, putting up a barrier between us. "But I believe you." 
"When they died, I really hoped we'd be able to come together and mourn...But I understand why you couldn't." 
"I wanted that too," she admitted. "But I was so angry. I'd suspected Ray was cheating for a long time and then I heard he was having an affair with you. I knew deep down it was true, and it tore me apart." 
I swallowed, the lump in my throat getting tighter and tighter, but I wasn't going to cry. I refused. 
"I knew," Mary Lou said, shaking her head, sounding on the verge of tears herself. "I knew being married to a rock star came with those trade-offs. I knew he'd have all the opportunities to stray, but I told myself as long as he came home to me, I was okay with it. Then I found out it was a friend...That I'd lost him to you—" 
"You never lost him," I said. "What we did was stupid and selfish. Thoughtless. But he never stopped talking about how much he loved you and Eden. I should've never betrayed you the way I did. But it's not just about us anymore. Our kids are married—our kids are siblings—and I don't want to carry all this on and miss out on Albert and Annabelle growing up. I'm already going to miss out on Leo's baby..." 
"He's still not talking to you?" she asked, sounding surprised. 
Of course she knew everything. Leo and Eden had become very close since Leo learned about his paternity, and Eden had always been close with her mother. Far more than any of my kids were with me. 
Maybe Mary Lou could tell me her secret. 
"He's not talking to anyone but Eden." 
"She told me he was really taking all of this pretty hard. All these years he's lived in Ziggy's shadow, and then he found out it was for nothing?" 
"I wouldn't call a successful music career and marrying into royalty 'nothing.'" 
Mary Lou sighed, shaking her head. "I didn't have to be around to know what kind of pressure you must have put on that boy. He needs time to come to terms with all of that. It's not going to be easy to forgive how much he sacrificed." 
"I don't think he even wants to forgive." 
"Maybe not," she said. "I know I didn't. I might not still if it wasn't for the twins. But you're right. They should grow up seeing family support and forgive each other. I don't want them to carry on the toxicity you've bred." 
"Gee, thanks," I muttered. 
"I call it like I see it," she said with a casual shrug. Then, after a pause, "Did you really come all the way out here to talk to me? This could've been a phone call, you know." 
"I wanted you to know I was serious. I figured if you saw me on a dirt road, a thousand miles from anything resembling culture, you'd know I mean business." 
She snorted. "You're not wrong. Who wears white to a farm?" 
"My wardrobe is a little lacking in the 'farm-appropriate' attire, I'll admit." 
"That's all right. The first time Eden brought the kids out here she had them in some designer jeans and sneakers and then about threw a fit when they were ruined. Living in California again has spoiled her. I told her she's going to have to let them spend a few weeks out here every year just so they know what life is like in the rest of the world." 
"Hey, you used to live the California life too." 
"And then I took my kid and ran away from L.A. and never went back," she said. 
"Hey," Cole called from the porch. "Are things okay out here? We realized it was a little too quiet and wanted to make sure no one's dead." 
"No one's dead," I laughed. 
"You can probably stop worrying about that," Mary Lou concurred. "Though if you don't give George some attention soon, she might start chewing on your shoes." 
The dog was laying on its stomach, its chin on the ground, nose pressed between my feet, keeping me trapped in place. When I looked down, George's long, furry tail slowly swept back and forth over the ground, stirring up a cloud of dust with each pass. 
"I'm not really good with animals," I said, taking a step back. 
"George seems to think otherwise," Mary Lou answered, clearly amused. 
"Well, George, I hate to break it to you—" At the sound of her name, the dog jumped to her feet and started nosing at my hand. 
It seemed I didn't get much choice in the matter. 
"Okay, okay," I sighed, giving in. Her fur was surprisingly silky and pleasant to pet, and she was so happy for the attention that my hesitation melted away pretty quickly. 
"There you go," Mary Lou said. "If Georgia says you're all right, I guess I've gotta give you another chance. Come inside, I'll make some coffee." 




Chapter 14

Lucinda


 "This is a new one," Chloe said, pulling a hot dish out of the oven. "I'm thinking of doing this recipe for the season premiere, but I'm not sure if it's got enough wow." 
"I'm sure it's amazing," I told her. Everything Chloe made was always amazing, but she had a much higher standard for the recipes that made it to her show. 
Even though she had complete creative control of that side of things, she frequently came to me for guidance or some reassurance. I never complained about her making me a good meal. And seeing Eduardo was always a treat too. 
Chloe was normally cooking for a larger crowd, though. With only the three of us, there were bound to be leftovers. 
Things had been a lot quieter around here since Dynassy moved back into her house. Bridger had finished all his business abroad before the wedding, and for the last month, they'd been finishing up all the baby preparations together. Their baby from the surrogate was due any day and Dynassy's due date was only a couple months out. 
I still hoped that she'd forgive me in time for me to be in the delivery room. I wasn't holding my breath, though. Gradually, Dynassy, Nick, and Ivy had all decided we could be on speaking terms, but that didn't mean I was forgiven. Dynassy especially never missed a chance to point out how I'd stolen her spotlight. Even without being at her wedding I'd caused drama—my absence was conspicuous enough to raise questions with the tabloids and on social media. 
I couldn't win. 
At least it seemed like Mary Lou had put in a good word for me. Eden no longer looked at me like she wanted to gouge my eyes out when she saw me. She and Nick still weren't accepting any dinner party invitations, though. Not that they'd ever wanted to make the trip down from Fresno before all this. 
"It's a shame Cole couldn't be here tonight," Chloe commented, clearly fishing for information. There wasn't much to give, though. 
"Much to my dismay, he does have a life outside of this house that he has to care about sometimes." 
"Too bad," she teased. "He's always got the best appetite out of any of us. If he goes back for thirds, I know I've got a winner." 
"I'm sure he'd appreciate a doggy bag." 
"Is everything okay with him?" Chloe asked, concern creasing her forehead. 
"More or less," I answered, pouring us all a fresh glass of wine. 
Chloe frowned. "More or less? That doesn't sound convincing." 
I shrugged. "There's nothing wrong. He's amazing—"
"But?" 
"But nothing. He's great. I just don't know why he doesn't want to share that with the world. People would love him. And with your cooking show, his gardening show could launch a whole home and garden section of our brand—" 
"I thought you said he's not interested in your money?" Eduardo asked. 
"He's not," I admitted. "But I didn't think that meant he wouldn't want to make his own money. So many people would kill for the opportunity I'm offering him, and he just...doesn't want it?" 
Eduardo made a face, then looked up to his wife. "I'm not as ambitious as Chloe is. Perhaps he just doesn't have the same drive you do. Sometimes that's a good thing." 
Chloe laughed, nodding. "He's right. If Eduardo had been half as committed to his career growth as I was, we never would have made it this far. He wouldn't have followed me out here." 
"I couldn't not follow you out here," he answered, adoration in his eyes. 
"Have you ever reconsidered being on screen, Eduardo?" I asked. "You two are such a cute couple. Chloe could show everyone what she'd cook for your anniversary dinner, and we could make the closing shot you complimenting her for a job well done." 
He chuckled, shaking his head. "Like Cole, that sort of thing just isn't for me. We don't mind the hard work, but different things fulfill us." 
I sighed. "He loves working with plants. Getting his hands dirty. Creating beautiful designs—I suggested a reality show, but he didn't go for that either." 
"It's probably for the best that he's not like us," Chloe said. "For as much as we love to be the star of the show, you wouldn't want a man who likes the spotlight too. It's nice to have someone who's happy to support you from the wings."
"Maybe you're right," I mused. It was hard to think about anything other than the plate of delicious food she'd set in front of me. Not only was it gorgeously plated, but the flavors were perfectly balanced as well. 
"She always is," Eduardo chuckled. 
"And you really knocked it out of the park with this recipe," I added. "I don't know if Cole would go for thirds, but I know I'm definitely going to want seconds." 
Chloe's jaw dropped. "I think that's a first." 
"It's really good. It might be time for us to start thinking about a celebrity restaurant for you." 
She beamed. "Who's the celebrity?" 
Sometimes she was too precious. 
"You," I told her. "You have more followers than any of those Food Network chefs, and they've all got restaurants or a line of sauces in the grocery store. Let's make a plan to brainstorm where we want to take your brand next." 
Chloe's eyes widened, her face flushing with excitement. 
"You really think so? Oh, wow. I never even thought about going beyond the TV show—bigger specials and more spin-offs, yeah, but...Just tell me when and where you wanna brainstorm," she finished, trying to keep herself composed. But I knew her well enough to know she was probably close to bursting out of her skin. It was times like this that I really felt like Chloe was my long-lost daughter. Though Ivy and Dynassy had both found success and diversified their brands well past what I started for them, neither of them had the hunger for it like Chloe and I did. Neither of them were going to fight to make their dreams happen. 
They were too complacent. Dynassy had been flirting with full retirement for a while, and with the babies, I doubted she'd be doing much work any time soon. Ivy had all but given up on her career when she got with Russ, only doing a few token appearances here and there because his daughter Jaci was one of her biggest fans. 
But Chloe wasn't doing it for anyone else. She was doing it for herself, and that made her a better protégé than any of my biological children. 
"We'll get it all worked out, don't you worry," I promised her. "How are things with you, Eduardo? We've been chatting away about everything we're up to—how are you holding up without Dynassy and Bridger being so involved?" They'd had a common charitable cause for a few years, but it had always seemed more like Eduardo's project. Dynassy was in it for her image and Bridger to clear his conscience for inventing that perverted machine. They both liked to tout all the wholesome use cases for that contraption, but everyone knew what it was really for, and there were premium videos all over the internet to demonstrate it. 
I was just grateful that Dynassy had never gotten herself roped into one of those videos. Once something like that was out in the world, there was no coming back from it. 
"The foundation runs like a well-oiled machine," Eduardo said, completely unaware why his answer made me choke on my wine. He'd said it just as I was thinking about that monstrosity of Bridger's—and how thankful I was that it was completely out of the family now that he'd sold the final part of the business—so the word 'machine' was enough to catch me off-guard. 
"I find that even I am not needed most days for more than a bit of supervision. It does give me more time to go where I'm called." 
"Eduardo's nearly convinced Leo to let us come visit," Chloe confided. 
He nodded. "I'm hoping if I can talk to him in person, I can help him address some of the things that are bothering him the most."
"Like me, you mean," I said. 
Eduardo frowned. "Not exactly. I think Leo blames you for a lot of the issues he's struggling with at the moment, but I don't believe you are really at the root of them. He's told me before how much he worries he won't live up to the expectations everyone has of Ziggy Barnes's son, how he's felt a disconnect from the family for a long time—I think this has built up over a number of years and there's just no way for Leo to continue postponing the inevitable. He's going to have to face his demons. He's very concerned about being a good father, and I think I can convince him to consider forgiveness as an example for his child." 
"You would be my hero if you could," I said. 
"I hope for Leo's sake I can. He might think he's happy living in isolation on a literal island right now, but I know family is important to him." 
Chloe reached across the table to hold Eduardo's hand. "If anyone can get through to him, it's you." 
"She's right," I said. Yet again I was struck by how lucky I was to have the two of them. Eduardo got along better with all of my children than I did, despite only having been a part of their lives for a few years. Or maybe because of it. 
We all had too much history. Too many tangled emotions. Eduardo was so good at cutting through all of that to get to the root of a problem. It almost made me feel guilty that the church had lost out on him when he moved out to L.A. to be with Chloe. 
Almost. 
They never deserved him. They'd even tried to chase him out. He was better off with us, where he was appreciated. 
"I'm so glad we have you," I said, raising my glass in a toast. "This family sorely needed a voice of reason."
I hated to see them go, but they couldn't stay all night. Chloe had a production meeting in the morning and then screentests for the new season. Eduardo needed his rest too. Eventually, they had to leave, and then I was alone again. 
In my big, empty house. 
With no one to talk to. 
No one to even call. 
I probably could've called Cole if I really wanted to, but he needed a break. He was still working for me full-time while answering to my every sexual whim. He spent most of his free time commuting back to his apartment to tend to his plants and his cat. A couple of days ago, he'd let slip that he couldn't remember the last time he had a night to just sit in front of the TV and veg. 
He would've come to Chloe's dinner if I asked him. I knew he wouldn't let me down. 
So I had to make the choice for him. I told him I had business meetings and he had a night to himself. He was considerately disappointed, but his eyes told the truth—relief. He was a young, energetic guy, but even he had limits. He couldn't keep going indefinitely without some time to recharge, and I didn't want to be the one responsible for breaking the most perfect man I'd ever been with. 
Whether he was surfing, sleeping, or climbing trees, I decided to leave him to it. I could survive a night on my own. 
At least I'd assumed I could. That was until I woke up in my bathtub, jets still pumping, candles burned down to nothing. 
I was lucky I hadn't drowned. It had just been so hard to relax. After hours of trying everything I knew, I'd drawn a bath, lit some candles, and slid my hand between my legs pretending I wasn't alone. 
That had certainly done the trick helping me to relax—maybe a little too well. I woke up shriveled and cold, my uncaffeinated brain struggling to figure out why it sounded like there was a hornet's nest in a cabinet somewhere. 
It was my phone vibrating on the counter. I just about slipped and fell trying to reach for it, but I managed to pull it off at the last second. 
Glancing at the screen before I answered, I had to do a double take. 
"Ivy?" 
"Were you sleeping?" she asked, equal parts worried and skeptical. "You know it's after ten?" 
"Is that relevant to your call?" I asked, rubbing sleep from my eyes as I pulled myself out of the bathtub, water rapidly disappearing down the drain. 
"No, but...Are you okay? You sound weird." 
"I haven't had coffee yet," I confessed. That was going to tell her that I was sleeping when she called, but who cared? It wasn't a crime. If I wanted to sleep in, I could. It wasn't like anyone was waiting for me. 
"O...kay. If this is a bad time, I can call back later?" 
"No, it's a fine time. What is it?" 
Ivy let out a heavy sign, the line silent for a long stretch. 
"Would you be interested in helping plan my wedding?" 
"What?" I wasn't sure I'd heard her right. After the disaster of Dynassy's wedding, I couldn't believe Ivy even wanted me to go to hers, let alone be a part of the planning. 
"Russ told me that he basically pressured you into telling everyone your secret. I still think you picked the worst time, but I get why you couldn't keep it to yourself anymore. Anyway, he really wants to get married in a church, which I don't mind, but their reception hall is dark and sad, and the garden looked so amazing for Dynassy's..." 
"Of course you can have your reception here," I answered, my throat tightening. I didn't want to cry, but I really never thought I'd be able to salvage our relationship and going through this emotional journey without my morning coffee was bound to cause some extra waterworks. 
"Do you think there's any chance we'll get Leo to come?" Ivy asked, sounding so much like the little girl who told me she was nervous the first time I sent her out on stage. 
"I don't know, honey. But we'll do everything we can," I promised. 




Chapter 15

Cole


 I woke up with a heavy weight on my chest and a sharp pain in my arm. "Max," I groaned, shoving him to the side. Who needed an alarm clock when they had a seventeen-pound cat to do the job? 
He didn't appreciate being pushed to the side. Immediately, he turned around and curled up in the crook of my armpit, resting his chin on my shoulder, our faces right next to each other. He started licking my ear, and I knew I just had to endure it. 
"I've missed you too, bud," I said, scratching the spot under his ear that always made him purr the loudest. He'd spent the entire night in bed with me, at my feet, curled against my chest, or even on the other side with just his paw outstretched to touch my hand. It was adorable, but it also made me feel guilty for how much time I'd been spending away from home. 
I didn't want to admit it, but it was time to face the music—I needed to bring Lucinda here. I couldn't keep going to her place every time we wanted to spend time together. My place was a hovel compared to what she was used to, but if we were going to be together, she'd have to see it sooner or later. She'd only called me her boyfriend once—when she introduced me to Mary Lou—but that had been enough for me to keep thinking about it. 
Max burrowed his head against my neck, his whiskers tickling while his claws kneaded into my shoulder. 
"How about breakfast?" I offered. Food was typically a pretty good motivator for him, though he hadn't been completely emptying his bowl lately. 
Getting out of bed was harder than usual, my joints snapping and popping like a bowl of freshly poured Rice Krispies. My mattress wasn't quite up to the quality of Lucinda's. It had never bothered me before, but I had never really known any better either. 
I was waiting for the coffee to brew while Max happily scarfed up his breakfast when my phone rang. An unknown number. 
I didn't get many of those. Usually, when I did, it was my brother in another jam, stuck in jail or needing rehab, needing money, needing something. We'd dealt with Mom's diagnosis in different ways, but I'd stopped trying to help him years ago. There was no point trying to help someone out of a hole that they insisted on digging deeper. Sooner or later he'd wind up pulling me in with him. 
That possibility made me hesitate about answering the call. As much as I didn't want to deal with that bullshit, I didn't want to deal with the guilt I'd feel if I ignored him and something really terrible happed either. 
"Hello?" I answered, heart in my throat. 
"Good afternoon. May I speak with Mr. Cole Jordan?" The woman on the other end of the line sounded very professional. Very official. 
God damn it. 
"What has he done now?" I sighed, slumping down onto the couch. Max sensed the shift in my mood and wandered in meowing at me. 
"I'm sorry?" 
"My brother," I answered, patting the seat next to me for Max to hop up. 
"I think there's some misunderstanding. My name is Nancy Carhouse and I'm calling on behalf of the Modern Living Channel—" 
"The...what?" 
"The Modern Living Channel," she repeated. "We have been scouting hosts for a new show and we think you'd be perfect for the part." 
"You..." Without any coffee in me, I was really struggling to keep up. "I'm sorry, what are you talking about?" 
Nancy Carhouse cleared her throat impatiently. "We saw the work you did for Dynassy Barnes-Thompson's wedding and were very impressed. We'd like to invite you in for a screentest and reading." 
"This is for a TV show?" I asked, finally putting the pieces together. Max was just settling down on my lap when I got up for a cup of coffee. 
"Yes. An outdoor design show. You would be helping people achieve their garden dreams—"
"Let me stop you right there. Thank you for thinking of me, but no thank you. I have no interest in being on television." 
Nancy didn't miss a beat. "I'll send you some more information. You don't have to give us an answer right now. Look over what we're offering," she said. "Have a good day, Mr. Jordan. I look forward to hearing from you." 
She hung up before I could tell her not to hold her breath. 
Before I could process that call, I received another. Lucinda this time. 
"Miss me already?" I answered, smiling. 
She laughed. "I do, but that's not why I'm calling." 
"No?" 
"Ivy's getting married and she wants to have the reception at my house. She wants you to do the garden for her. Is that okay? I didn't figure you'd mind doing a new design in a month or two." 
"Of course. That's what you pay more for, right?" 
"I pay you to be a groundskeeper. You could make far more if you wanted to do landscape design full-time, and you know it." 
"And you know I'm perfectly happy where I'm at. I'll be over in an hour or so. We can talk about the plan then?" 
"Sounds good," she answered, a heavy pause hanging between us. 
I wanted to say more, but I didn't want to scare her off. Lucinda didn't share her heart easily. I didn't want her to think I was trying to force her hand by making some grand statement. 
"See you soon," I said, holding in the words I really wanted to say. 
When I got to Lucinda's, she was nowhere to be found. Instead of searching high and low for her, I got to work. Even if I was going to change everything up in a month, there was still plenty of work to be done to maintain things until then. 
When I did finally see her, she was acting very strange. 
"Cole!" she hissed from the patio door, only sticking her head out, huge shades and a wide-brimmed hat concealing her. It was her 'hiding from the paparazzi' look. She rarely wore it at home. Only when there was some kind of scandal that drew the vultures in for a story. "Hurry!" she whisper-yelled, waving me over. 
I swiped the sweat from my forehead and grabbed my shirt off the bush where I'd cast it aside. 
"Come on," Lucinda insisted. What had gotten her so anxious? 
"What's going on?" 
As soon as I was in arm's reach, she grabbed my wrist and tugged me inside, slamming the door shut before drawing the shades. 
"We have a problem," she said, pulling the sunglasses off to show the lines of worry around her eyes. 
"What kind of problem?" 
"This," she said, thrusting her cell phone at me. One of the big gossip sites was loaded up, and there, the biggest story on the front page was my picture with the headline Gardener to the Stars: Cole Jordan—Who is he?
"I'm so sorry," Lucinda groaned, rubbing her temples, probably fighting off that migraine that popped up whenever she got too stressed out. 
I set her phone down and put my hands on her shoulders, massaging them until I felt her start to relax. 
"You're not mad?" she asked. 
"At you? Why would I be? These people will do anything for a story. That's not your fault." 
"But if it wasn't for Dynassy's wedding—You know this will likely get worse with Ivy's wedding if you do it," she added. 
"They'll get bored and move on to another story. I'm not all that interesting. Look, it's a pretty short article," I said, scrolling through it. I really had no interest in reading what they said about me, but it was good to know that they hadn't found too much. 
"Security has told me that they're waiting outside the gates. Photographers. They're going to follow you as soon as you leave. If they don't already, they'll know where you live soon enough. Why don't you stay here tonight? Maybe the heat will die down." 
"You don't have to come up with all this justification to get me to spend the night, you know." 
She rolled her eyes. "I know. It's not about that." 
"I can't. I've been away from home too much. I was actually going to see if you wanted to come over to my place the next time we...hang out." 
Her eyebrows shot up and the air between us suddenly changed. Hot and charged, dense with sexual tension. 
"Well, I was hoping we could...hang out...tonight," she said, licking her lips while admiring my bare chest. Her eyes flicked up to meet mine, that 'I've got a plan' glint sparkling in them. 
"What are you scheming?" 
"Just thinking how to get you home without the paparazzi taking away all of your privacy." 
"And?" 
"Well, they're interested in hearing from you, right? They think you'll have some secret dirt on the Barnes family or something—they don't care about me right now." 
"What's your point?" 
"I'll take you home," she said. "You can duck down so no one sees you when we leave, and they'll keep waiting for your car to go. Then I can come over and we'll hang out," she finished, grinning as her hand slid up my stomach, over the solid ridges of my abs. 
"Mmm, you really did miss me last night, didn't you?" I purred, settling my hands on her hips. Could I get away with fucking her here in broad daylight? 
Tempting as it was, Esther didn't need to walk into that. 
"Maybe," Lucinda said, coy, playful. 
"Well, if that's all you're after, we could go upstairs right now—" 
"Who says that's all I'm after?" she asked, taking a step back. "I want to see where you live." 
"There's not much to see," I warned her. "Definitely not anything up to your standards." 
She scoffed. "I wasn't always rich, Cole. You should've seen some of the dumps we stayed in during Ziggy's early tours. Your place is definitely nicer than those." 
"Good to know you've set the bar low," I teased. 
She rolled her eyes again, smacking my chest playfully. Even with the tabloid drama, Lucinda was in a good mood. 
"I'm really glad Ivy reached out to you." 
Lucinda nodded. "It was a surprise to be sure, but a really nice one. And it wasn't the only one." 
"Oh?" 
She gestured to a huge bouquet of flowers in the living room. 
"From Eden," she explained, beaming. "I guess Mary Lou told her about everything we talked about and she's willing to move forward. Mend some fences. I don't know if it counts as forgiveness, but I'll take it." 
I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close, kissing the top of her head. "I'm so proud of you. None of this has been easy, but you kept with it. You stuck to the truth even when everyone turned their backs on you." 
She looked up at me smiling. "Not everyone." 
One kiss turned into another, then another, and before too long, I had Lucinda pressed against the wall, her leg hooked over my hip, grinding against me. She was panting and moaning and clawing at my shoulders before I realized what we were doing and pulled back. 
"We should save that for later," I told her, tugging her skirt back down her thigh. 
She was flushed and breathless and looked like she wanted to strangle me for quitting when I did. 
"You bastard," she sighed, smoothing her hair back in place. 
I gave her one more kiss, quick and innocent, and grinned. "I've got to get back to work if we ever want to be able to leave tonight. My boss is a real hard ass." 
She pretended to be offended; the light in her eyes said she was on the verge of laughing instead. 
"Fine, get out of here. Go back to work." 
"Keep the shirt off," she added as an afterthought. 
I chuckled on my way out. "Yes, ma'am." 
I finished my day's tasks with only a little bit of daylight to spare. Lucinda already had an overnight bag packed and ready to go. Her excitement definitely ramped up my nerves. 
This could be the last night I ever spent with Lucinda. Once she saw where I lived, the simplicity of my life, she might decide there's no way for her to fit into it. 
She might not want to fit into it. 
I stayed crouched low in the passenger side until we were well past her gates, on the way out of her neighborhood. By then the sun was setting, painting the sky in pink, orange, and crimson. 
It gave me an idea for the garden. 
Ivy's style was loud and in-your-face. I didn't have to worry about taking attention away from her with my design because nothing would be able to take attention away from her. I could go as wild as I wanted, which opened up a whole world of possibilities I wouldn't normally consider. 
"You don't need to worry so much," Lucinda said glancing over at me. 
"What?" 
"I'm not going to think less of you because of your house. I know you're worried about it." 
"Just don't expect a lot," I told her. "And don't be offended if Max is a little standoffish." 
"Max?" 
"My cat. He's not much of a people person. He mostly just likes me." 
She laughed. "That's fair. I'm not much of an animal person. At least we can agree that we like you." 
I slid my hand over her thigh and squeezed. It was possessive and intimate, and I waited for her to stiffen or push me away, but she didn't. She followed the GPS to my apartment complex, and as the dingy old buildings came into view, I tensed, waiting for her reaction. 
Lucinda parked without saying anything, taking a moment to just stare. 
"If you don't want to...You're not going to hurt my feelings. I can Uber over tomorrow for work." 
"It looks just like a place I had in Santa Monica when I was still waiting tables," she said. "I love it." 
I wasn't sure I believed her, but she wasn't running away. 
"Make yourself at home," I said, unlocking the door. I probably should have insisted on hurrying in ahead of her to tidy up. Lucinda wanted to see where I lived, she was really going to see it. 
"Mrow," Max greeted me, stopping in his tracks when he saw Lucinda. 
"Hey bud. This is Lucinda, that friend of mine I've been telling you about." 
"You've told him about me?" she asked, amused. 
I shrugged. "He deserved an explanation for why he was sleeping alone so often." 
"Sorry about that Max," she chuckled. 
"Mrooow," he answered, not coming any closer. 
"Do you want a drink? I don't have any wine, but there are still a few beers from my last batch in the fridge." 
"You made it yourself?" she asked as I held out a bottle. 
I grinned. "I told you I have a lot of interests. I'm sorry for the mess, I wasn't expecting—" 
She stopped me with a kiss. "I like it," she said. "It's...homey." She took her beer and wandered into the living room, examining my plants and the books on my shelves while I tended to Max. 
I returned from the kitchen with a stack of take-out menus, fanning them out for her. 
"What are you in the mood for?" I asked. "I'd offer to cook for you, but we'd probably both wind up with food poisoning. Frozen foods are about as advanced as I get." 
"You're good at so many other things, Cole," she said, her voice heavy with suggestion as she sauntered toward me. I didn't have to ask what things she was talking about. "I couldn't expect you to be a good cook too! How about pizza?" she asked. "That's always good. And quick. Which means we have time before we need to order..." 
All my fears were unfounded. Lucinda hardly seemed to notice her surroundings thanks to that one-track mind of hers. She didn't care about my threadbare couch or the creaky mattress. Not when I was giving her back-to-back orgasms until she begged for mercy. 
We drank more beer, had a really good veggie pizza, and when I got up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom, Max was wedged in the space between the two of us, fast asleep. 




Chapter 16

Lucinda


 "I was thinking since she's planning on a garden party, we should stick with finger foods and things that aren't likely to drip or spill," Chloe said, flipping through her binder of tried-and-true recipes. Most of them had been featured on her show or would be in the upcoming season, so I knew they'd all be delicious. Chloe's viewers loved her for her sweet disposition and southern charm, but they also loved her because her recipes were simple enough to recreate at home and incredibly tasty. 
Realistically, it should've been Ivy picking out the food for her wedding reception, but she wasn't going to come in from Utah just for a tasting. Like me, she trusted Chloe to make something mouthwatering and unforgettable. Chloe didn't even need my input, truth be told, but she still struggled with fully taking the reins. She always looked to me for approval. 
It was much better than Dynassy and Ivy's predilection for doing whatever they wanted without any regard for how it would affect me. 
Though, these days, their actions didn't really reflect on me. They were all adults now, with their own reputations separate that of the Barnes Family. 
"Good thinking," I said, nodding along as she flipped page after plastic-sleeved page. 
"Have you ever considered putting together a cookbook?" I asked, pulling her binder toward me. "These little notes you've made in the margins—people would love that." 
"You think?" she asked, wrinkling her nose. "I'm not sure I'm author material, Lucinda. I wasn't exactly a scholar..." 
"If braindead athletes and popstars can write autobiographies, I think you can handle a cookbook," I encouraged. 
Chloe wasn't convinced. "Don't they hire ghostwriters?" 
"We can get a good editor. Something to think about," I said, patting her hand. "It would be less hectic than a restaurant. Maybe give you some down time for starting a family...?" 
"Doubtful," she chuckled. "But a cookbook might be fun. I'll think about it." 
"Most of the work is already done here. Write some cute little stories about cooking with your family when you were growing up and maybe come up with a few exclusive recipes and the rest of the work is in photography." 
"We'll see," she said, still laughing. "What do you think about for the reception, though?" 
"I think whatever you choose will be perfect." 
"That's not helpful, you know." 
"It's true, though. You're incredibly talented. It's no wonder your show has been such a hit." 
She blushed, looking away, trying to stay modest. That was Eduardo's influence keeping her grounded, keeping her from getting a huge head and ruining her life like I had. 
"From what I hear, you're going to have another hit on your hands soon," she said, nudging me with her elbow. 
"I am?" I had optimistic expectations for Ivy's wedding special, but I didn't think a one-off could be classified as a 'hit.' 
"With Cole? I heard he's getting into the business. I'm sure he'll be amazing." 
"Not a chance. He has no interest in doing TV," I laughed. I was still a little disappointed that I hadn't been able to change his mind, but I respected his choice even if I couldn't understand it. His decision did put a damper on my dreams of launching a Barnes Living brand, though. 
"That's not what I heard," Chloe said, eyebrows raised, a big smirk spreading. 
"What have you heard?" 
Her expression sobered when she realized I wasn't just playing coy with her. "Nothing concrete," she said. "Some crew people were talking about a pilot someone was planning and—Oh, no, Lucinda. I'm so sorry. I just assumed you were producing—" 
"I'm not," I said, ice in my veins. 
Why didn't he tell me he'd changed his mind about having a show? 
Why did he go behind my back about it? 
I would've matched any offer they made. He had to know that. 
Which meant the only other answer was that he didn't want to work with me.  It was too bad. We could've done something incredible together. 
Instead, he had to be like everyone else. Out only for himself. Willing to move on from me at a moment's notice when it was convenient. 
"I'm sorry," Chloe said again, reaching across to rest her hand on my arm. "Maybe I've got it wrong. Talk to him and find out what's going on. I can't believe he'd go behind your back like that. He knows how important your production company is to you." 
"It's fine," I answered with an even coldness in my tone. "Let's focus on Ivy's wedding. What are your top ten? We'll narrow it down from there." 
It was easier to bury myself in work and planning than to think about Cole's betrayal. 
No matter how much I tried to forget about it, though, those thoughts kept pushing their way to the front of the line, shoving everything else out of the way. I had to know. 
All things considered, I didn't want to go right to the source. I didn't want to give him a chance to talk his way out of it or distract me with his sex appeal. Instead, I used my contacts in the industry to ask around for the information I needed. 
And what I learned was not reassuring. 
He'd gotten a call from Nancy Carhouse at Modern Living. It wasn't a long call, but she'd sent him an offer afterwards. 
Chloe's gossip proved to be right on the money too. Cole had already done a screentest. The plans for a pilot were already underway. 
It was plain as could be. 
I couldn't even look at him when he came inside for his afternoon hydration. I made myself scarce until he left for the night. 
I didn't know how to talk to him about it. My feelings were way too raw. 
Way too intense. 
This thing with Cole had left the realm of 'just fun' a long time ago. Somewhere between me revealing my biggest secret to him and falling asleep in the same bed fully clothed, I'd started to fall for Cole Jordan. 
It was the exact thing I'd warned myself against. 
It was bad enough when everyone else ignored my good advice, but even I couldn't follow it, it seemed. 
I sulked for a couple more days, listless and bitter. I hadn't gotten this broken up over the last guy. The cheater. I hadn't had feelings like this for him either. 
Cole was special. 
Or I thought he was. 
A surprise call from Eden shook me out of my daze long enough to answer, my voice hoarse and raspy from disuse. 
"Lucinda? Are you all right?" Eden asked, concern in her voice. 
I cleared my throat. "Fine. Just a bit of a tickle." 
"You're not getting sick, are you? What's your temperature?" 
"Settle down, Doctor. I'm in perfect health." 
"Are you sure? I was going to see if you wanted to babysit the twins for the night, but if you're not feeling well...I wouldn't want them to catch anything." 
My heart leapt. 
Eden had never asked me to babysit overnight. I don't think she ever trusted me. She'd tolerated me for Nick's sake, at least until Leo told everyone about Ray. Since then, the road with Eden had been bumpier than the one out to her mother's farm. 
"No. I'm not sick at all, and I'd love to have the twins over!" 
"Nick has a game down in San Diego and we thought we'd try to have an adults-only night, but it's really not a big deal if—" 
"Eden, really, I would love to. Bring them before the game if you want so you don't have to double back." 
"Are you sure?" 
"Positive! Tell them they better get excited to have a lot of fun at Grandma's house!" 
"Okay," she laughed. "I'll bring them by later. Thanks." 
It was just the sort of pick-me-up that I needed. Esther and I spent the afternoon getting a room ready for them and digging out some of the old games and toys from when the kids were younger. 
Eden showed up with the twins not long after Esther had left for the day. I held out my arms for a hug, but they were both too shy to give me one. 
"They just need a little time," Eden said apologetically. 
Of course they did. They hardly knew me thanks to the bad blood between me and their mother. But hopefully that was all a thing of the past now. Hopefully we could move beyond that, and the next time Albert and Annabelle came to visit they'd dart out of their booster seats shouting 'Grandma!' before coming in for big bone-cracking hugs. 
I wasn't sure I'd ever get that kind of ideal family interaction. Maybe I didn't deserve it. 
"Don't worry," I assured her. "We'll be best friends in no time. Esther and I spent all day pulling out some of the toys your dad used to play with." 
Albert's eyes widened and he nudged his sister. 
"Toys?" Annabelle asked, tugging at the hem of her shirt. 
"Yeah! Why don't you go inside and check them out?" I offered. 
Eden and I both watched them scamper into the living room, both of us smiling. 
"Thanks again for doing this. I know it's short notice—" 
"Are you kidding? I've been waiting for this day since they were born. You can bring them over any time you want." 
Eden sighed, tucking her hair behind her ear. "I'm sorry I never brought them before—" 
"You don't need to apologize," I said. "It's behind us now." 
"I shouldn't have put all the blame on you," she said, forging ahead anyway. "My father was an adult, and he had his own part in everything that happened. He wasn't blameless. My mom made me realize I wasn't being fair in that regard. He wasn't a saint corrupted by some homewrecker—whatever it was that you guys had, we may never be able to understand it, but I get that it was more than just sex...I don't know if that makes it better or worse, but I can't hold it against you forever. That's not fair. If Dad was alive, I would've forgiven him for it." 
For once, I was speechless. I didn't know what to say. I wanted to hug her, but I didn't think we were there. Between Cole and Chloe I had gotten much more comfortable with showing physical affection in the last few months. That didn't mean everyone around me was comfortable with receiving it, though. I didn't want to push too hard with Eden when she was just starting to let me in. 
"Okay, well, you have my number if you need anything. And if anything happens and they need to go to the hospital, I have colleagues at CHLA. Head there and call me on the way so I can—" 
"Eden, I don't think we'll be having any Emergency Room trips. It's going to be a relaxing night of baking cookies with grandma and watching movies. No daredevil stunts, I promise." 
Eden made a face, then shook her head. "It's been a long time since you had twins, hasn't it? Good luck," she chuckled. Then she came in for a quick one-armed hug and made a break for it so fast that I wondered if she thought I was going to change my mind that fast. 
I wasn't worried, though. I'd raised four kids in my day. Even a set of twins. How bad could it be? 




Chapter 17

Cole


 It had been days since Lucinda talked to me—or even looked at me—so I was surprised to see her name show up in my missed calls. 
There were three of them and a whole string of texts. 
I'm sorry. 
Can you answer? 
I need your help. 
S.O.S.
"Shit," I muttered, trying to dial her back with my ocean-pruned fingers. "Come on, come on." I couldn't help but think of all the worst-case scenarios. What if she'd hurt herself? Or someone got past her security? 
"Please..." 
"Cole!" she answered, breathless. 
"Are you okay? I was surfing and my phone was in the truck—" 
"Can you come over?" 
"Are you okay?" I asked again, the knot of worry in my chest starting to loosen. She didn't sound like someone who was being held hostage or bleeding out in her foyer. Of course S.O.S. would mean something different to Lucinda. I should have remembered her flair for the dramatic. 
"Barely," she answered. "Eden and Nick left their twins with me for the night and..." Her voice lowered to a whisper, "How do you know if a child is possessed?" 
"Have you seen any horns? Are they speaking Latin in a weirdly deep voice?"
"Make fun of me all you want, but can you do it here?" 
"I'm surprised you want me around," I answered, raking my hand through my wet hair. It had been so nice to get out on the waves again. My workdays were a lot shorter when I wasn't sticking around to fuck Lucinda into delirium every night. 
"Can we talk about that later? I could really use some help over here. This is the first time they've trusted me to do this so I can't call and say I can't do it, and Dynassy and Bridger are too glued to their phone waiting to hear about the surrogate going into labor—you're the only person I've got. Please." 
Hearing Lucinda Barnes ask for something so desperately was impossible to resist. It was something she didn't do lightly, and I knew how hard it must have been for her to swallow her pride to call me. I didn't know why she'd been shunning me, but I knew she had her reasons, and to overcome those convictions was no small thing. 
"All right," I sighed. "I'll be there soon." 
"Thank you!" The joy in her voice made my heart slam against my ribcage, a smile spreading across my face in spite of myself. 
I was powerless when it came to her. She could let me tie her up and spank her, she could let me manhandle her and use her for my pleasure, but the moment she crooked her finger, I came running.
There was no question who really had the upper hand. And I was too far gone to give a damn. As much as she confused and infuriated me, she impressed and intrigued me even more. 
As I started up my truck, it hit me: I was in love with her. 
"You dumbass." I'd done a lot of stupid things since I started seeing Lucinda Barnes—seeing her at all was probably first on the list—but falling for her definitely took the cake. 
If I had an ounce of sense, I would've turned off the highway and headed back to my place, left Lucinda to clean up her own messes. 
I went straight to her place, still a little damp when I stopped in front of her door. The sounds of squealing children made it all the way outside, so I took that as my cue that no one would be coming to the door if I rang the bell. 
"Hello?" I called into the house. Far off, I heard Lucinda's feeble pleas, the laughter and squeals of the twins seemed to be moving through the house. It sounded like they'd run Lucinda ragged. 
It also sounded like one of the giggling children was on a direct path to me. 
"Did someone order a kid-catcher?" 
The giggling tornado collided with my shins in a puff of white dust. 
What the...? 
I knew Lucinda had a wild side, but sure she wouldn't...
I shoved that thought aside, focusing instead on wrangling the little tornado in my grasp. 
"Caught one!" 
"Noooo!" The little boy squirmed and wriggled and did everything he could to break out of my hold, but I held on tight. 
I hefted him up over my shoulder where he couldn't get away, and then I followed the sound of Lucinda's voice into the kitchen. 
"I believe this is yours, ma'am?" I asked, going in with the intention to amuse the kids with the cowboy bit. That was forgotten the moment I caught sight of Lucinda's kitchen. 
It was a disaster. 
Thankfully, the white powder was flour, and it wasn't just the little boy that was coated in it—everything was. The counters, the floors, the cabinets and walls. Even Lucinda. 
That was how I knew she'd lost the battle. 
But the war wasn't over. 
"Where's the other one?" 
A small giggle broke out in one of the cabinets. 
"She's fast," Lucinda said. Her hair was wild, dusted with flour, sticking out at odd angles and she was using the kitchen island for support, slowly slumping until she fully sank down to the ground too exhausted to put up any more resistance. 
"Hmm...I guess I should probably just give up then and take the one. It was nice meeting you folks—" 
"Hey! You can't take him!" The voice was small, but the girl had inherited her grandmother's fiery personality. 
"Wait," I said, brow furrowing as I set the boy down. "Are you trying to trick me, lady? You told me you had a couple kids for me to catch and these are pretty clearly ghosts. I'm no ghost-catcher." 
"We're not ghosts!" the girl insisted. 
"I don't know. You look just like some other ghosts I saw—" 
"It's flour! Grandma, tell him!" 
"He's just teasing, Annabelle. This is Grandma's friend Cole." 
Annabelle was not impressed. "You're not a kid-catcher?" 
I shrugged. "I caught your brother, didn't I?" 
"Albert's slow," she said. 
"Am not." 
"Slower than me." 
"Am not!" 
"What happened here?" I asked, surveying the damage. 
"We tried to make cookies," Lucinda answered, her voice flat like she was the one who'd seen a ghost. 
"First time?" It was hard not to laugh. 
"No," she said defensively. "Just the first time in a while," she admitted. "And baking with kids..." 
"Yeah, you were kind of asking for it," I teased. "Go clean yourself up, I can handle this." 
She looked skeptical. "You sure?" 
"Yep. Go on. De-gluten." 
She gave me a weak smile and let me help her up to her feet. 
"Thank you, Cole." 
"Don't mention it." She said we'd talk about it later, so I'd save my other comments for later. 
"Who wants to go swimming?" 
"Ooh! Me!" Annabelle said, ignoring the concerned look from her brother. 
"Okay, let's go hose off first. Do you want to run through the water hose with us, Albert?" 
He perked up with that offer, then nodded. "Okay!" 
Lucinda was still lingering in the doorway, her jaw slack, trying to understand what was going on. I'd never seen her look so exhausted. 
I almost felt bad for hanging around the beach for that extra set. Almost. Sometimes it was nice to see the human side of superwoman. 
"Go," I said again. "I've got this." 
By the time Lucinda rejoined us, I'd hosed off the kids, helped them find their swimming stuff in the bags their mom packed, and stood anxiously outside the bathroom door while they changed, waiting in the wings in case there were any disasters. Annabelle was swimming around on her own with bright pink floaties on her arms. Albert was taking some more coaxing, but I'd finally convinced him to come fully off the steps. 
"I ordered pizza," Lucinda said, sitting on the edge of a lounge chair. "I think the kitchen is going to be out of commission for a little while." 
"Oh, it's not that bad. Just a little flour." 
"A little?" she asked, incredulous. 
"Okay, a lot of flour. How many cookies were you planning on making, anyway?" 
She shrugged, uncharacteristically sheepish. "I've missed out on a lot of Grandma-ing, okay?" 
"Albert, do you think you can jump here? Right into my arms?" I asked, seeing he was all the way back up on the steps again. 
He hesitated, shuffling his feet nervously. 
"I'll catch you, I promise." 
"You can do it Albert!" Annabelle cheered, doggy paddling nearby. 
Albert took a deep breath, set his shoulders back, and then flung himself forward into the pool. 
Right into my arms. 
"Yay!" Annabelle cheered. 
"Way to go, buddy!" I said, helping him back to the steps. 
"You did it!" Lucinda cheered. 
"Come on, let's go get dried off and changed before the pizza gets here," I said, urging Annabelle toward the steps too. 
Lucinda quickly supplied towels, and while the kids were drying off, she came to me. 
"I don't know how you did that," she said. "Albert's been terrified of the pool forever. Nick and Eden have tried all sorts of lessons—" 
"I spent a few summers as a camp counselor when I was a teenager. Every Californian kid should know how to swim." 
"You have a magic touch," she said, smiling at me. 
"Sometimes," I agreed, heading inside to dry off. I was stuck in my boardshorts, but they would dry before too long. 
We picked out a movie to watch while we waited for the pizza—some LSD-colored animated fever dream—and by the time we got everyone settled in with their pajamas, their stuffed animals, their pizza and juice, it was already getting late. They each ate a slice of pizza before starting to nod off, and they were both sleeping before the movie hit the halfway point. 
"They're a lot cuter when they're asleep," Lucinda said with a heavy sigh.
"They're pretty cute awake too. Quieter, though, for sure." 
"They sure do wear you out, though. I forgot how much. Or maybe I just got too old for it. You're amazing with them, though," she said. "A natural, really. Haven't you ever wanted kids?" 
I shook my head, smiling down at the little angels. They were sweet now, but once they were well-rested, they'd be hellions again. 
"I like kids, but I've never really wanted my own. I had fun being a counselor, but that need to be a parent never hit me. I only want that one person to spend my life with. To be my person." 
Lucinda frowned, stroking her grandson's pale blond hair back from his forehead. "Help me get them to bed?" 
"Yeah, okay," I answered, trying to hide my disappointment. 
I just wanted to know where we'd gone wrong. Things seemed to be so perfect with Lucinda. So right. 
Maybe it was too perfect. 
Maybe I'd expected too much. 
But we never had a big fight. She didn't tell me she was through with me. She just...stopped caring. 
At least, that was what it felt like. She was a busy woman, and she was planning Ivy's wedding reception. Could that be it? Was she just too busy for me at the moment? 
She sure was quick to call me when she needed help. 
With the kids safely tucked into bed, Lucinda stood in the hallway, swaying on her feet with exhaustion. 
"Are you staying?" she asked. 
Those three words were enough to dissolve all my bitterness and anger. I was weak. 
I wanted her. 
I loved her. 
There was no denying it. 
"Do you want me to?" I asked. 
"Yes please," she answered, reaching for my arm, looping hers through mine, using me for support as we headed toward her bedroom. 
"You really saved my ass tonight, Cole. You didn't have to." 
"Yeah, I did," I argued, pulling back her duvet, guiding her down to the mattress. 
"No. You didn't. You could've told me to fuck off." 
"I could never do that to you," I promised, snuggling in next to her, pulling her against me. 
It felt so good to have her in my arms again. I was like an addict who knew how bad it was for them and couldn't help it anyway. 
"I'll always be there for you, you know that." I kissed the back of her head, my throat getting tighter with every passing second. My heart burned with the need for answers. Why had she turned on me? Why had she been ignoring me? 
What had I done wrong? 
The fun night with the kids made it easy to forget the gulf Lucinda had put between us. Funnily enough, it was with her in my arms that I was most confronted with the wall she'd constructed. She was far too tired to have any kind of meaningful discussion tonight, but I was going to make her talk to me. 
She was going to tell me what was going on. 
And once I got her to admit that she was just pushing me away because she was scared of the real feelings developing between us, I was going to propose to her. 
The thought struck me out of nowhere, but as it sat there, it sank in deeper. It spread roots. It dug in and cemented itself in my mind. 
Of course Lucinda was scared. It explained everything. 
Lucky for her, I wasn't going to be deterred that easily. 




Chapter 18

Lucinda


 After the wild night we'd had with the twins, the thing I wanted most in the world was to sleep in. 
Not really possible with two small children who wanted breakfast. 
Apparently, Eden's household started their day early—too early for Esther to be here to help me out. I carved a path through the kitchen mess to start a pot of coffee while Cole entertained the kids with some kind of game. 
My phone lit up with a call from Eden before the coffee had even started to drip through. 
"We're on our way!" she said as soon as I answered. 
"What? Already? You don't have to be in any hurry—" 
"It sounded like things were moving pretty quickly when I talked to Dynassy," she said with that clipped, matter-of-fact tone that doctors always had in serious situations. 
"Wait, what are you talking about?" 
"The surrogate went into labor this morning. We're meeting everyone at the hospital once we come get the kids—She didn't call you?" 
My heart sank. "She didn't." 
"I'm sure she meant to..." 
"I'm not. I'll get the kids ready for you," I added, desperate to end the call before my emotions got the best of me. 
"Annabelle? Albert? Mommy and Daddy are on their way to pick you up, so why don't you pack up your things and get your shoes on." Cole gave me a questioning look, but I ignored it. I couldn't right now. Not in front of the babies. My head was swirling, my chest so tight I thought it might explode with every breath. 
"Aww," Albert pouted. 
"Do we have to?" Annabelle asked. 
"Aunt Dynassy's baby is coming. Don't you want to meet your new cousin?" My throat tightened, and I was grateful the twins were too young to understand that my voice was breaking. 
"Dynassy's in labor?" Cole asked, alert and ready to jump into action. 
"The surrogate. Come on guys, I'm sure Mommy will let you come visit Grandma again if you ask nicely." 
Thanks to Cole, that was. I would've been banned from babysitting duty forever without his rescue. 
I managed to hold it all together until Eden and the kids left. I got to see Nick for only a minute, just long enough for him to collect the bags, and then they were all gone again. At least the kids hugged me on their way out. It was an improvement. 
"Aren't you going to the hospital with everyone else?" Cole asked once we were alone. 
"Nope." Screw the coffee, I needed wine. 
"Shit...I'm sorry, Lucinda. That sucks." 
"Yeah. Thanks again for all your help last night." 
He grabbed my wrist as I reached for a wine glass, stopping me in my tracks. "That's it?" 
"Expecting a quickie before you hit the road?" 
"Woah." He took a step back, narrowing his eyes at me. "Where the hell is that coming from? It's not like that. You're the one who's been avoiding me and pretending I don't exist. I thought maybe we'd be able to talk about what's going on. I thought you'd be above all this petty drama stuff—" 
"Because I'm old?" I scoffed, voice and hands trembling. He wasn't wrong. I was being ridiculous, but I was hurt. When I was hurt, I lashed out. Unfortunately for us both, Cole was just nearest target. He should've gotten out when he had the chance. I didn't know if I could cut my warpath short now. 
"Because you're an adult, Lucinda. Or I thought you were. I thought if you had a problem with me, you'd talk to me." 
"And I thought if you wanted a show you'd come to me," I answered, crossing my arms like I was a kid gearing up for a tantrum. That's what I felt like. I was bigger than that. 
Wasn't I? 
I didn't know anymore. Cole was right. I'd gotten way too involved in petty drama in this stage of my life. Lost sight of what was important. How could I course-correct when I'd already gone so far down this road?  
"What are you talking about?" he asked, more confused than angry. The furrow between his brows always made him look so serious. It made me want to kiss him. Even when I was mad at him. 
"Don't play dumb." I snatched the wine glass from him, pushing him aside. I never would have been able to move him if he wanted to resist me and knowing that he let me through just pissed me off more. "I know all about it. Nancy Carhouse. A pilot for the Modern freaking Living Channel—Why would you go to them? Do you know how bad that makes me look? I would've given you anything you wanted. Why did you go behind my back?" 
"Jesus, Lucinda, is that what this is about?" He dragged his hand through his dark hair, blowing out a long breath.
I scoffed again, pouring myself a big glass of wine, tears brimming up in my eyes again. 
Yet another grandchild I'd never get to know. 
"I don't want a show. That woman called me and wouldn't take no for an answer. I had to go down to her office to tell her in person that I wasn't going to be a part of their stupid screentest or anything else." 
My runaway train of thought slammed on the brakes, everything coming to a screeching halt. 
"You're not doing the show?" I asked, pausing with the wine glass at my lips, my voice barely a whisper.
"No! Of course I'm not. I told you I don't want that kind of life." 
I rolled my eyes, taking a big drink. "Everyone says that. Then they see the first check and change their mind." 
He chuckled, leaning against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. He didn't look defensive anymore. He was relaxed. Like this whole thing was some big joke and he'd just figured out the punchline. 
"I'll admit, when she sent that first email with the initial numbers, I thought about it for a second. But then I remembered I don't need more money. I have everything I want. Everything I need...At least all that money can buy," he added, looking at me. 
"I... You haven't signed anything?" 
"Hell no! Lucinda, I told you, I'm happy being your gardener. You're all I need." He left his post on the wall and crossed the space between us, his hands falling into place on my hips. "I've missed you."
"I missed you too," I admitted. "I wanted to be mad at you—I felt so betrayed—but when everything was falling apart here, you were the only person I wanted to call." 
"I thought I was the only person you could call," he teased, grinning that same grin that had first made my heart stop. The one that still made my breath catch. That never failed to produce a matching smile on my face. 
"Same thing," I answered, shrugging. 
"They are very much not the same, but I'm glad you called me either way. I had fun." 
"Me too," I realized. 
"We make a good team." 
"When I'm not pushing you to do something you don't want to?" I asked with a humorless laugh. 
He grinned. "You said it." 
"It's a theme in my life," I sighed. "I've got to make things better with Dynassy before her baby comes. It's bad enough that I'm missing this one, but if I don't get to hold her hand while she's in labor..." 
Cole set my wine aside and pulled me into him. "You'll figure it out. You always do." 
"Not when it comes to my kids—that the one area of life I just can't seem to—" I stopped, then leapt into action. My phone was ringing. My grandchild was being born and my phone was ringing. 
"It's Dynassy!" Cole called, rushing my phone to me, tracking flour everywhere—thankfully Nick and Eden hadn't looked into the kitchen, or they'd know how much of a disaster my foray into babysitting had really been.
"Dynassy? Is everything okay?" My heart hammered, every second stretching on for eternity. So many things could go wrong during labor and delivery, and I couldn't help running through all of them while I waited for her response.
"I'm sorry! I didn't mean to leave you out, but we were already at the limit—I told Nick that they didn't need to hurry down here, but he apparently didn't convey that message to his lovely wife. Anyway, everything's going good. Her contractions are still ten to fifteen minutes apart—" 
"Dynassy, when it's your turn, I want to hold your hand," I blurted out, tears of shame and relief mixing together, threatening to spill over.  
"Obviously," she laughed. "Bridger's already tapped out with the surrogate. He said he's worried about me breaking his fingers—of course Barbara said he'd just have to build another machine until they healed..." 
"She would," I laughed, swiping away a stray tear. I'd always liked Bridger's mom. Being a sex therapist meant she didn't have many off-limit topics. It was always fun to get her perspective on subjects, and unlike my kids' other in-laws, Barbara and I actually got along all right. Co-grandparenting with her would be a hoot.
In the blink of an eye I'd gone from crying to grinning. Maybe I was losing it. Too many ups and downs. Too much stress and lack of sleep. But hearing my daughter's voice, knowing that she didn't hate me and wasn't shutting me out of her life—how could I not be overjoyed with that? Who wouldn't be beaming? 
"I'm sorry I didn't call you sooner," Dynassy said. There was no missing the exhaustion in her voice, but it was mixed with so much excitement. That was probably why she hadn't gotten any sleep. Too eager for the baby. Too busy finishing all the last minute touches if I knew my Dynassy. "Everything's really hectic and I didn't even realize how far the word had spread until Eden mentioned that you seemed bummed and—" 
"I just assumed you were still mad about the rehearsal dinner debacle," I admitted, making no effort to hide my shame. For too many years I kept up the perception that I didn't make mistakes, that everything was carefully calculated and planned. It had earned me some not-nice nicknames from my kids and industry colleagues alike. Maybe if I'd been more willing to admit my mistakes things wouldn't have gotten so out of hand.  
"I was," she admitted. "But like we said before the dinner, the marriage is way more important than the wedding. Even so, I shouldn't have kept you out of it. All the group photos look wrong without you in them. I started thinking about how I'd feel if the tables were turned and my daughter kept me out of her wedding for something Bridger and I do in private...It was shitty of me, Mom. If I want to be a good mom, I need to start with being a better daughter." 
"You're going to be a great mom, Dynassy," I said, getting choked up all over again. It was all hitting me at once. She didn't hate me. She wasn't blocking me out of her life. And we would soon have two new additions to this crazy expanding family tree. "I'm so proud of you, honey." 
"Oh crap, Bridger says she's at six centimeters. I've gotta go. Love you!" 
"Love you too! Call me when you get a chance." 
Cole slipped an arm around me from behind as I set the phone down. 
"That didn't sound so bad." 
"No... Actually, everything's good. With Dynassy, at least." 
"And Ivy," he pointed out. "And Nick and Eden..." 
"I know I should stop holding out hope for Leo, but—" 
"But you're his mom. You're not going to do that." 
"No, I'm not," I admitted with a sigh. "I'll never stop hoping." 
"I know," he said. "It's one of the things I love about you."
For a moment, all the air left the room. It seemed like he might say more, like something monumental was about to happen, but instead, he stepped back, smiled at me, then leaned in for a kiss. 
"I've got to go deal with things at home and run some errands. Don't leave all that mess for Esther," he said, pocketing his wallet and keys. 
I arched a brow, hands on my hips. It seemed someone forgot who wrote the checks around here. 
"Excuse me?" 
He grinned, a devilish gleam in his eyes. "You heard me. I'll ask her. And so help me, Lucinda, if you didn't make an effort, I'm going to spank that ass until it's cherry red." 
A shudder of desire swept through me, my thighs clenching tight together. It was all playful. He would never hurt me. He'd never go further than I wanted him to. But I was continually surprised by just how far I wanted him to go. 
We sure hadn't found the limit yet. 
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," I called back right before he opened the door. He whipped his head around to look back at me and the fire in his eyes told me I was going to pay for that sass. 
The sizzle between my legs answered, 'I can't wait.'
It was still two more hours before Dynassy sent the first pictures of their new baby out to the family group message. 
By the afternoon, they were inviting the family in to meet the new little one. 
"I forgot how tiny a newborn is," I said, shaking my head down at little Emmie. They'd decided to keep up with the naming theme: first dynasty, and now empire. The Barnes legacy would live on with this little one. She had a mop of black hair just like Dynassy had when she was born, and her father's light green eyes that looked like jade lit from within. There was no doubt she'd be every bit as gorgeous, talented, and inventive as her parents. She had the whole world at her feet, every opportunity she could ever dream of. 
Right now she was content to sleep swaddled up in the hospital blankets. 
"You know, we planned and prepared and did all the classes and everything," Dynassy said, staring at her baby with the same awe that every new parent had. "But I still can't believe they're just going to let us walk out of here with her. Just like that. It feels like there should be some sort of test." 
"Life is the test," I chuckled. "You'll get the hang of things very quickly," I promised. 
"We better," Bridger said. "Pretty soon we'll have double-duty." 
I handed Emmie over to Barbara as she said, "You won't have to do it alone." 
"Definitely not. That's what grandmas are for," I agreed, my heart so full of love and joy I couldn't stand it. 
"Get ready for a lot of late-night calls," Dynassy laughed. 
"My phone is always on," I assured her. "And if you ever need a break for a nap or anything—" 
"Thanks, Mom," she said, coming in for a hug. "I'm really glad you're here." 
"Always," I promised, hugging back as hard as I could with her beachball stomach between us. 
It was nearly dark by the time I left the hospital, and I'd barely reached my car when I got a call from Cole. 
"How is everything?" he asked. 
"Good," I answered with a happy sigh. "Mom and baby are both healthy. A nurse helped Dynassy and Bridger pack Emmie into the car seat and they're on their way home." 
"What are you doing for dinner?" 
"I haven't even thought about it. Have something in mind?" It was hard to believe that I was unsure about Cole and our future just a day ago. 
Crazy what talking things out could accomplish. 
It had taken me a long time to learn that lesson, but it was a lesson worth waiting for. Talking things out had fixed nearly every relationship problem I'd had. 
Nearly. 
I wasn't going to let one dark spot dim this bright day, though. 
"I do, actually. Are you headed home?" 
"I haven't left the hospital parking lot. Should I come to your place instead?" 
"No," he said quickly. "Go home. I'll meet you there." 
I got the sense that something strange was going on, but I was far too tired to analyze every one of Cole's words. The past couple days had been a complete blur. Was it only last night that the twins had stayed over? 
I'd had wine instead of coffee, and then I couldn't remember if I'd ever actually had lunch. 
I rubbed my hand over my face, pulling sleep dust out of my eyes. 
If it wasn't for Cole, I probably wouldn't have had the energy to worry about dinner either. He was so good at taking care of me when I'd let him. That wasn't easy for me, but I did like it. Loved it, in fact. 
I loved being able to lean on him. Being able to count on him when I needed help. I loved that he looked out for me and always seemed to know what I needed even when I was too distracted to know myself. 
I loved how much he cared about me. How he made me feel cherished. 
It was the stress of the day making me so sappy, I knew that, but it didn't stop me from rolling that word over in my head again and again. 
I loved that he made me feel loved. 
Oh boy. 
We'd been getting closer and closer. I'd been relying on him more and more. Opening up to him while telling myself I could still get out without my feelings being involved. 
What an idiot I'd been. 
It was supposed to be fun. No strings attached. Easy. 
When did I fall in love? 
It happened without me noticing, and my heart jumped into my thought at the realization. 
Apparently, I wasn't done talking things out just yet. 
Cole wasn't just waiting for me when I got home; he had a table set up in the garden, lights strung across the paths, candlelight glowing against the white tablecloth. 
"Trial run for the wedding. What do you think?" he asked, leading me further into the garden. "I've still got to change out some of the planting—I want to add some pops of bright pink. I don't think Ivy's wedding would be complete without a little neon pink, do you?" 
"You're amazing, you know that?" I asked, a peaceful smile spreading as I moved in for a kiss. "Really, really amazing." I could've picked worse when handing my heart off, that was for sure. 
"You are too," he answered, guiding me back to the table, pouring a glass of wine for us both before leaving to fetch the food. Take-out, I hoped. I might love him, but I wasn't ready to test out his cooking after all the warnings he'd given. 
"This is so wonderful," I said, looking at the wonderful meal he'd brought out. The food, the wine, the setting—it was magical. And still the best part of it all was the company. 
"I'm glad we're okay." 
"Me too. I'm sorry I didn't talk to you about it sooner. With everything else going on, I didn't think I could handle you rejecting me too. It was easier to just step back and put that distance up myself." 
He nodded. "I know. I figured out you were probably scared." 
"Scared?" I scoffed. 
"Mhm. I still can't believe you thought I was actually going to do a show behind your back." 
I shrugged, a little defensive. "The pieces all fit." 
"But even if I did want a show—which you knew I didn't—how in the world could I host something produced by another company when my wife's the Queen of reality TV?" 
My thought-train slammed into a brick wall. 
"Your wife?" 
His expression turned suddenly serious. "I love you, Lucinda. Even more than I realized, and I can't keep pretending that this isn't everything I want. You're everything I want. The answer to all my dreams. I can't stand another day without knowing you'll be mine... So," he said, his voice starting to waver as he left his seat and got down on the flagstones on one knee. "Will you marry me?" He pulled a ring box from his pocket and hinged it open, offering it. 
The ring wasn't the massive diamond that Ziggy had gotten me. Far from it. The band was plain, and the stone was cut simply, but it was perfect. No frills, just like the man who'd offered it. 
The man I loved. 
My days of big diamonds and flashy jewelry felt like another lifetime. 
"Are you sure?" 
"I've never been more sure of anything in my life," he answered. "I've seen the circus your life can be, but I've also seen what a brilliant, passionate, incredible woman you are. I've seen how much you care about your family and how far you'll go to take care of them even when it's a thankless job." 
"And you really want to be a part of all that?" I asked, skeptical. 
"For you? Absolutely. So what do you say?" 
"Yes," I answered, holding out my hand. "I never thought I'd walk down the aisle again after Ziggy. I never thought I could love another man the way I did Ziggy and Ray. I certainly never thought someone could love me like that..." 
"And more," he said, sliding the ring on my finger. He pulled himself up and then dragged me into a kiss that seemed to go on forever. 
"So much more," he said, eyes darkening with that familiar hunger that sent shivers racing down my spine. "I think I need to show you." 
"Now? But dinner..." 
"We'll order something else," he said, pulling my hand to the growing bulge at the front of his pants. "This is more important." 
No arguments from me. 




Chapter 19

Lucinda


 Dynassy whistled as she got a look around the dressing room in the back of the chapel. 
"Never thought you'd be the one having a church wedding, Ivy," she laughed, her voice slightly distorted through the iPad speakers. She'd had her baby—a precious little boy they were naming Archer—two days ago. Considering how difficult her pregnancy had been, none of us should have expected an uneventful delivery. The complications were minor, but the outcome was a few days of doctor-mandated bedrest for the new mom. 
It was probably for the best that she didn't try to juggle two infants at the wedding anyway. Barbara was at their place to help while Bridger came to show his support for the happy couple. 
"Yeah, well, Russ has put up with a lot of nonsense that comes from being with a Barnes. It seemed like the least I could do," Ivy answered tartly, carefully applying eyeliner with her mouth slightly open. Her hair was a lovely shade of seafoam green to go with the dress she'd picked out on our shopping trip. The dress started at a pale harvest yellow and blended into light teal ending in a dark stormy seas blue—not the traditional choice for a bride, but nothing about my Ivy was traditional. 
I wouldn't have it any other way. 
"Can you help with my make-up?" Jaci asked Russ's Aunt Maude. 
Maude had her hands full with helping Eden keep her kids clothed and still, and I could see from the other side of the room that make-up wasn't her strong suit. 
"I can help you," I offered, waving Jaci over. We hadn't had much of a chance to spend time together, but maybe that could change. Every time Russ talked about his rugged mountain life Cole got a faraway look that made me think he'd enjoy an extended vacation out in the Utah wilderness. Nothing permanent, of course—he wanted to be close to the ocean and I needed to be near civilization—but a visit could be nice. Maybe we could make an annual tradition of it.
Maybe we could get everyone to come out for a family reunion type of thing. It seemed way more possible now than it had a few months ago. A lot of things seemed more possible since Cole had come into my life. 
Our engagement still wasn't common knowledge. With all the excitement of everyone else's lives, I didn't want to distract. Cole and I would have our moment in the spotlight eventually. And if we didn't? That was okay too. He was happy to never be on stage and I was becoming more and more comfortable taking a supporting role. 
"Ivy normally helps me," Jaci said, plopping down onto the stool in front of one of the mirrors. 
"Well, who do you think taught Ivy?" I asked, digging through the make-up bag. 
Her eyes widened. "Can you show me how to do eyes? When I try, I can't see what I'm doing." 
"There's a trick for that," I said, diving right into the same make-up lessons that I'd given both my girls, and Leo when he went through that dark and brooding phase. Jaci was a quick study and a riot to boot. I'd never met a ten-year-old with so much wit and I had to stop myself from considering the show possibilities. Jaci had lost enough of her childhood to kidney disease, she didn't need to lose what was left of it to show biz. 
"Are we all ready?" Maude asked, glancing at the silver watch on her wrist. "We should probably start heading out there." 
"You guys ready to do your part?" Eden asked, taking each one of her twins by the hand. Annabelle and Albert were going to make the cutest little ring bearer and flower girl. They'd offered the flower girl spot to Jaci first, but she thought she was a little old for that and opted to be a junior bridesmaid instead. Chloe and Dynassy were the matrons of honor, but they'd only be taking up one spot on the bride's side since Chloe would be holding the iPad. 
While everyone else trickled out, I stayed behind to talk to Ivy. 
"I'm so glad you let me be a part of your big day," I said, taking one last moment to admire how beautiful she was. 
"Of course," she said. "I know we fight and have our differences, but you're family. I love you and I couldn't turn my back—" She stopped and cleared her throat, quickly plastering on a big smile that didn't make it all the way to her eyes. 
I knew it wasn't about the wedding. She was thrilled for her big day. She'd been looking forward to it for so long.
But something was missing. 
Someone. 
I didn't have to say anything about it. There was nothing left to say. We'd all held out hope that Leo would come around, but no one had heard from him lately. Even Eduardo had failed to get through to him. 
Ivy jumped at the knock on the door, her eyes suddenly brightening with fresh hope. It faded the moment Nick opened the door. 
"You ready for me to give you away?" he asked, holding out his arm for her. It was an honor he'd been happy to accept, but one he'd hoped he wouldn't have to fulfill. 
"Yeah," Ivy answered with a small, sad smile. "Let's go." 
I kept off to the side while Nick and Ivy took their places behind the door, the organist playing through the last bars of the flower girl's music. 
"Mind if I cut in?" 
Nick whirled at the tap on his shoulder, and time stopped for all of us. 
Ivy was the first one to react—with a shriek loud enough to stop the music in the church. 
"LEO!" she cried, flinging herself at him, squeezing him so tight he probably had trouble breathing. "I can't believe you're here! I can't believe you didn't tell me you were coming!" she added, smacking his shoulder. 
He chuckled, ducking her swings but taking it all in stride. 
He looked good. Tan. Healthy. 
Happy. 
"I couldn't miss my twin getting married, could I?" 
Nearby, his gorgeous wife Honoré stood with their groggy-looking toddler in tow. It didn't feel real. 
"A church, though?" Leo teased. "I'm surprised you didn't burst into flames when you walked in." 
"I think I've spent enough time with Bishop to avoid that," she answered, the two of them clicking back together like no time was lost at all. 
"Well are we doing this damn thing or not?" Leo asked. 
Nick gave him a quick hug, clapping him on the back. "It's good to see you, man." 
"You too," Leo answered. 
"Come on," I said to Honoré, gesturing for her to follow me. "You can come sit with the rest of the family." 
She smiled and suddenly looked more relaxed. Even for an actual royal, it seemed the Barnes family was intimidating. 
Or maybe that was just me. There was no telling the horror stories Leo had told her about me. She might expect me to start breathing fire any moment. 
I hoped I'd have a chance to speak with him, but it could wait. I wasn't going to make the mistake of forcing things too soon and ruining another wedding. It wasn't something I'd done often in my life, but I did occasionally learn my lesson. 
The whole congregation murmured as the doors opened to reveal Leo and Ivy arm in arm. Soon, the surprise of seeing Leo wore off and everyone was captivated by Ivy and the ceremony. 
Eduardo had such a way with words. His ability to understand couples and offer encouraging, hopeful words was unparalleled. He may have been drawn to the cloth but officiating seemed to be his real calling. He had a light about him when he spoke about two people coming together through hardships and struggles. Even the restless little ones stopped their squirming to listen to his parts of the service. 
When the time came, I wanted him to officiate my wedding too. 
I didn't think Cole and I would be getting married in a church, though. He didn't seem the type, but it was something we needed to talk about. 
Later. 
For now, I was happy to sit back and think about nothing but the wedding. All my babies were grown up and married now. They all had families of their own. We were all embarking on new chapters of our lives, and I was so excited that mine included Cole. 
We all stood and cheered when Russ and Ivy kissed. As they left the church, some people tossed flower petals while others blew bubbles instead of the traditional rice-throw. Later that night, there were some breathtaking pictures of Ivy, Jaci, and Russ through a field of rainbow bubbles, the three of them looking like royalty from one of those fantasy franchises. Ivy especially looked like a fairy princess—I knew it was just what she would have wanted. 
There was time for more pictures before we left the church. The photographer managed to get a few group shots and some with just the couple. As important as those photos were, Ivy wasn't in it for the pictures. 
She posed again and again, and then finally, she said, "That's enough for now." Then, turning to the crowd, she threw her arms in the air and shouted, "Let's party!"




Chapter 20

Lucinda


 "All right, babe, I think it's time for us to go," Bridger said, relieving Maude of the iPad, getting a good chuckle out of everyone. 
"Give them my love," I said as I hugged him goodbye. "And tell me when you two need a night off. I have a whole nursery set up now, so I'm ready!" 
"I put the cribs together," Cole chimed in. "So they're solid." 
"Soon," Bridger said. "My mom's going home in a couple of weeks." 
After our goodbyes to Bridger and Dynassy, we all split up to meet back at my place. There was a time when I wouldn't have trusted everyone to wind up at a second destination, but that was when we were all still avoiding each other. There was still a chance that Leo could escape without talking to me, but I had a good feeling about all this. I'd never seen him look so comfortable in his own skin. 
Sometime in the middle of all this turmoil, Leo had grown up. 
Chloe was at the house before any of other guests. She'd left before the bubbles and petals to wrap up all the finishing touches on her tapas. 
"Do you know if Eduardo is far behind you?" she asked as I walked in. "Try this." She pushed a small plate at me, then looked over to Cole. "You too. How's the seasoning?" 
"Are you all right? You seem nervous," I commented. She waited for Cole to take a bite. 
"Well?" 
"It's really good," he answered. 
She arched a brow at me, impatient. 
"Could maybe use a bit more salt," I said, dabbing the corner of my mouth. "Is that wine I taste? The meat melts in your mouth." 
Chloe muttered something under her breath before doctoring a portion of the plates that were laid out. "Do you know about Eduardo?" 
"Um... I didn't see when he left; I'm sorry." I looked over to Cole, but he was just as perplexed as I was. "What's wrong?" 
"Chloe! I'm here," Eduardo called from the front door. 
Chloe let out a long breath of relief, her shoulders relaxing. 
Eduardo hurried over to her side, slipping an arm around her shoulder. He kissed her temple affectionately. "I hurried, but I didn't want to be unnecessarily risky—" 
"Good," she said. "We need you to be safe." 
"Chloe?" 
She looked up from the tapas to meet my gaze. "I've given some more thought to your cookbook suggestion," she said. 
"Oh—" 
"But I will need a break from filming—" 
"Not necessarily," I countered. "We can work the schedules around each other—"
"She's going to need a break from filming," Eduardo insisted. "There's a lot to do to get ready." 
"Ready? For what?" 
They looked at each other, both sharing the same cautiously optimistic smile, and I didn't have to wonder. 
"Oh my gosh! Are you—?" 
Chloe beamed. "We just found out last week. We're not telling anyone else for a couple more months, but I wanted to tell you. We have so much to look forward to and be thankful for, and so much of it is because of you." 
Eduardo nodded. "Never thought I would get more protective of her..." 
"Well, you take it easy," I told her. "If you need to sit or take a break, do it. Okay?" 
She laughed, shaking her head. "Not you too!" 
The twin hurricanes burst in with cries of "Grandma!" and "Cole!" followed up with leaping hugs. 
"Can we go swimming again?" Annabelle asked. 
"Can Cole come too?" asked Albert. 
"Maybe later," Cole laughed. 
"Right now it's Aunt Ivy's wedding!" I said, trying to inject some excitement in it for them. 
"Seems like we're going to have to bring the kids down from Fresno more often," Nick said, hands in his pockets. 
Eden nodded. "They haven't been able to stop talking about coming back here." 
"I don't remember baking cookies with you being nearly so fun," Nick said. 
"It's different when you're Grandma," I answered without telling on myself. "And when you have a helpful partner," I added, looking over at Cole with a smile. 
Nick nodded, then looked down at our joined hands, pausing there for a moment. If he spotted the ring, he didn't say anything. 
"I'm glad you've found someone who makes you happy," he said instead. 
"We'll set up another overnight soon," Eden promised, both of them drifting off to socialize as more people started to arrive. 
Unlike Dynassy's wedding, Ivy's guest list included more than just family. She and Russ had both invited a number of friends and industry people, and soon the garden was teeming with conversation. 
Ivy and Russ would likely be the last to arrive since Ivy had to include a wardrobe change between locations, but I still hadn't seen Leo either. 
I was starting to worry that he really had decided to escape while everyone was in transit. 
"He'll be here," Cole said, squeezing my hand, reading my mind as usual. "He wouldn't have flown all the way out here from his private island just to leave halfway through." 
I didn't want to doubt it out loud. I didn't want to risk jinxing things when this day had been so perfect. It seemed like too much to hope for, but I wanted to keep the streak going. 
"What did I tell you?" Cole said, nudging me. I followed his gaze, and there they were: the royal family of Martinovia—my son, daughter-in-law, and grandson. 
Honoré looked every bit the princess even in her subdued emerald green dress. There were no frills or fancy hemlines. A princess didn't need froufrou to prove herself, of course. Even the little prince seemed to understand his place in the world. 
I hoped his parents did a better job of tempering their expectations than I did. 
Everyone was excited to see Leo and meet his family. He had to stop to greet nearly everyone he’d passed, but before too long, he made his way over to me. 
My breath caught, and I felt rooted in place. What did I say to him? I was terrified of chasing him away again. 
"Leo..." 
"Hi, Mom," he answered, a spark of a smile in his eyes. 
He really did take after Ray. 
"I'm sorry ... for everything," I admitted. "I should've seen sooner that you weren't like me. That I couldn't force you to be something you never wanted... I thought I was giving you the push you needed, but I had some help, realizing how it was really controlling and not at all fair to you. I should have let you be your own person, and—" 
"You should have," Leo agreed. "But I should've stood up for myself a lot sooner. And I could've taken things a little better..." 
"I'm so sorry I didn't tell you the truth about your father," I said, tears gathering. I didn't want to cry—not now at least—but I wasn't sure I'd be able to hold it back. 
Cole's hand closed around mine and squeezed. It was just the thing I needed to hold strong. 
"When did you know?" Leo asked, his voice soft. 
"I always suspected," I admitted. "But it wasn't until after... Once someone explained blood types to me, I knew you had to be Ray's. By then you were already in school, already growing up as Ziggy's son, and I didn't think it would help anything to dig up all that old dirt." 
"Did he know? I know you didn't know, but..." 
"We never talked about it. I thought he suspected—I think we all knew, to be honest—but Ray had his own family, and Ziggy loved you as much as all our other kids. When you started showing musical talent and everyone assumed it was inherited by Ziggy, I didn't say anything. Ziggy was a wonderful performer, but the best songs, the best lyrics always came from Ray. And he hated the spotlight as much as you do. I never should have pushed you into it the way I did. I think—" I cleared my throat, looking away at the party that was milling on around us without any regard for this huge weight we were off-loading. 
"I think there was a part of me that wanted to force you to be Ziggy's son so that his legacy would live on, but that wasn't fair to you or to Ray. Ziggy's legacy is alive and well because of the incredible man he was. I didn't need to do what I did. I just wish you could have known Ray. You're so much like him, Leo." 
He nodded, looking off the same way I had. That was when I saw how shiny his eyes were. He was sensitive just like Ray too. I'd probably never really know just how hard this all had been for him. 
"I've talked to Eden about him," he said. "We actually have got a lot in common, weirdly. She and Nick are going to bring the twins out to the island this summer." 
"Really? I want to visit! I can come babysit," I offered. 
Leo laughed. "Slow down. I don't think we're quite there yet. Maybe you can come out when we have another baby." 
"Is Honoré pregnant?" I asked under my breath. 
"Not yet," he answered. "But we're working on it." 
"That's so wonderful, Leo. I'm so happy you've found the family you've always wanted," I said, my dam starting to break down. Things were going so well, but the reminder that I was still on probation with them had deflated me a tiny bit. 
Another baby, though! 
Pretty soon I would have more grandkids than I knew what to do with. 
"Yeah," Leo said. "But they've also made me realize how valuable the family I already have is. I never expected I'd miss you, but I have." 
"I've missed you too, Leo. We all have. I know you need your privacy, but I hope you won't go away for so long again." 
"Ivy has already threatened to invade the island if I try," he laughed. 
"And I support her," Honoré added in her musical accent. "Family is good for Leo." 
The soft music that had been drifting through the garden suddenly switched to a thumping party beat. 
"Looks like the newlyweds have arrived," Leo said, laughing at his wife's confused frown. "Ivy has to make an entrance," he explained. 
The rest of the night was a wonderful, magical blur. I spent most of my time with Leo, getting to know Honoré and Fier, their son who was only just starting to learn how to express himself with words. Leo explained that bilingual babies frequently took longer to start talking while they sorted out which words belonged to which language, but it wouldn't slow his development any other way. And being a European prince, speaking four languages before his third birthday would certainly be a boon. 
The worst part about the whole night was that it had to end. As the party was winding down, I found Cole helping the waiters pack things up. 
"There you are," he said, wrapping his arms around me as I came in for a kiss. 
"I'm sorry I didn't spend more time with you tonight." 
"Don't be," he said. "You're the mother of the bride, the hostess, and your whole family was together for the first time in a million years. I'm glad you got to spend time with them." 
"You're so sweet." 
He grinned, his hands sliding down my back, gripping my ass and pulling me tight against him, leaving nothing to the imagination. "I also know that I have the rest of my life to monopolize your time. I can share for one night." 
"That's true." I rested my head against his chest, content to stand in one place for a moment if it was with him. Being with him was the only time I felt like I could slow down. The only time I really, truly relaxed. "I thought about telling everyone about the engagement since we had them all in one place, but I didn't want to take away from Ivy's big day. We'll just have to tell them some other time." 
"I'm sure you'll find the perfect moment," he said, smiling as he came in for a warm, lingering kiss. It made my toes curl, my blood hot. 
It would be a long time before either one of us got any sleep tonight. 
If anyone else had said that to me, I'd think it was sarcastic. I'd think they were making a jab about all the times my timing had been abysmal. But not Cole. Cole was always sincere in his belief in me. It took me being rejected by nearly every other person I loved to realize it, but all I needed was one person who always had my back, who would never doubt me. 
And with Cole, I'd finally found that. 
Everything I'd ever dreamed of and more. 
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