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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s face it, bridesmaids’ dresses aren’t made for forty-somethings.” I turned away from the mirrors and plopped down next to Amy, my best friend and the bride-to-be. “Or maybe not this forty-something.”

      “We’ll find the one.” She wrinkled her nose at the pale green gown. “But that definitely is not it.”

      Amy’s bedroom looked like a bridal boutique had exploded in it. We’d been trying on the dresses her stylist had sent over for hours and hadn’t found anything passable, let alone a gown that had the wow factor.

      “At least we’re not trying these on in public,” Merilee, our third musketeer, called from the bathroom. “Thank God for stylists.”

      “Don’t thank anyone until we find the magical unicorn of a dress.” I picked at the silky fabric. “It looked so nice on the hanger.”

      Amy’s expression softened. “What’s wrong? And don’t tell me it’s the imaginary ten pounds you want to lose.”

      “There’s nothing imaginary about my disappearing waistline.” I stood and motioned to the offensive area.

      “I disagree, but you didn’t answer my question.” She set her tea aside and turned her full attention on me. “Seriously, Nat, what’s going on? You haven’t been yourself for weeks.”

      Nothing, and that’s the problem.

      Forcing a smile, I shook my head. “I’m good—”

      “I agree with Natalie, these aren’t made for anyone who needs extra lift.” Merilee walked to the mirrors and pulled the neckline of her dress up to demonstrate her point.

      My gown had fit tight through the torso and bagged out at the top, but Merilee’s squished her breasts together and flattened them at the same time.

      “Would body-shapers help?” Amy glanced between us.

      If anyone else had suggested I needed spandex, I would have told them where they could shove their Spanx, but this was Amy. I doubted the vegan yoga instructor had any experience with the hell also known as body-shapers.

      “I don’t want to feel like an overstuffed sausage in heels at your wedding.” I laughed despite my crappy mood.

      Merilee’s eyebrows climbed into her hairline, but her grin ruined the effect. “Spandex won’t cure uni-boob. Nat and I don’t need over-the-shoulder-boulder-holders or girdles. We need the right dresses.”

      “The wedding is months away.” Amy held up her hands. “We’ll keep looking. I’ll be happy with whatever you choose.”

      “Right now, I choose another glass of merlot.” Merilee walked to the serving cart in the corner of the bedroom.

      I shoved to my feet and grabbed the next dress from the rack. “The tenth time’s the charm.”

      Amy tilted her head. “Seriously, Nat. Are you okay?”

      “I think I’m having a midlife crisis.” My shoulders sagged. “I barely recognize my body anymore. My emotions are all over the place, and I have no idea what I’m doing with my life.”

      Merilee raised her hand. “I’m right there with you, but I refused to call it a midlife anything.”

      “How about puberty 2.0?” Amy grinned.

      Between the three of us, we were raising five teenagers and had the battle scars to prove it. We knew a little something about hormonal changes.

      “I like that.” Merilee handed me a glass of wine. “But instead of pimples, we have wrinkles.”

      “Speak for yourself. I have both. At the same damned time.” I turned my back to Amy. “Unzip me.”

      “Well, I think you’re both beautiful.” She helped me out of the weird fitting dress and into the next one. “As for having no idea what you’re doing with your life, you’re exactly where—”

      “Where I’m supposed to be. I know.” I loved her, but I wasn’t in the mood for a pep talk. I wanted a good old fashioned pity party. “Besides, it’s easy for you to be optimistic when all of your dreams have come true.”

      I wasn’t jealous. I was thrilled that she’d landed the perfect job and the perfect man and was shopping for the perfect house for her perfectly blended family.

      Who am I kidding? I’m completely jealous.

      She took a step back and motioned for me to turn around, so she could zip the new dress. “Six months ago, I was on the verge of moving in with my parents and taking a job I hated.”

      While I’d never call her story a fairytale, it’d come damned close. “I remember.”

      “Things always look their worst right before they change for the better.” Amy raised her chin as if daring me to argue.

      “I don’t know about in life, but it’s certainly true for dresses.” Merilee caressed the flowy fabric and smiled. “Take a look.”

      I glanced at myself in the mirror and my mouth fell open. “Wow.”

      The periwinkle blue gown had a drapey Grecian feel. The fabric was cinched together with silver clips on each shoulder and more metallic embellishments along the empire waistline.

      “This isn’t a dress, it’s a freaking miracle.” I turned to see the back. “My God, it even makes my mom-butt look good.”

      Merilee made grabby hands. “Let me try it on.”

      Laughing, I slipped it off and handed it to her.

      “Are you nervous about the party tomorrow?” Amy handed me a robe.

      “Very.” The mere mention of the catering job sent my blood pressure into orbit.

      Amy’s engagement barbecue was a huge score for my catering company. Her fiancé, Hudson, was a former actor turned studio owner. Not only was it a three-hundred-person affair, but most of the attendees were celebrities, fellow movie executives, and/or had pockets deep enough to need scuba gear. If everything went well, the event could lead to more bookings.

      More bookings. More savings. More likelihood I could open my own restaurant sometime this century.

      “Don’t be.” Amy gave me a knowing smile. “This is the beginning of great things for you. I can feel it. Your life is about to change in big ways.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears.” I hugged her.

      Amy might have been my best friend, but this was her party we were talking about. She didn’t need to know I’d been freaking out about it for weeks.

      “I’m in love.” Wearing the gown I’d just tried on, Merilee twirled in front of the mirror.

      “It’s stunning on you, too.” Amy clasped her hands together. “Okay, ladies. Is this the one?”

      “We say yes to the dress!” Merilee and I laughed.

      The bride-to-be chewed her lower lip. “And the color works?”

      “It’s perfect.” I sipped my wine, feeling better than I had in months.

      “It never ceases to amaze me what a pretty dress and a terrific pair of shoes can do for a woman.” Merilee studied her reflection.

      Ever the optimist, Amy said, “It’s the woman in the dress, not the other way around.”

      “Tell that to Cinderella.” I glanced at the clock and sighed. “Where did the afternoon go? The kids will invade any minute.”

      “Invade is right.” Merilee hung the gown on the rack and tugged on a pair of jeans. “Whoever thought it was a good idea to make women go through perimenopause while raising teenagers had a sick sense of humor.”

      I pulled on my yoga pants and an over-sized T-shirt. “I don’t know what I would do without Kayla. She insisted on working the party tomorrow when one of my servers called out sick for the week.”

      “She’s helping out?” Amy’s face brightened. She loved my daughter almost as much as I did. “I figured she’d want to be a guest.”

      I tied my sneakers and stood. “I know, but I think she wants a little extra cash.”

      “Saving for college?” Merilee asked.

      “I wish. No, she wants to buy herself a car when she turns sixteen.” I shivered at the thought of Kayla behind the wheel.

      Grinning, Amy bumped my shoulder. “I remember when Jason first got his license. I worried myself sick every time he drove away.”

      “You? Worry? I thought that was against the yogi-code?” I deadpanned.

      She shrugged. “I’m a mom. It’s what we do.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Merilee laughed. “Let’s grab some of those paninis before the twin human garbage disposals get here.”

      Downstairs, we continued to joke and talk about our kids as we scarfed down the sandwiches I’d made for the occasion. My life might not have been what I’d imagined it’d be, but I had great friends. I doubted I would have survived my divorce and subsequent single parenthood without Merilee and Amy.

      “I think Kayla has a new crush, but she hasn’t told me much about him yet.” I sipped my iced tea and did my best to appear casual. Their kids were a year or two older than mine. They’d been through this before.

      “That’s normal. What teenage girl wants to share the details of her love life with her mother?” Merilee tossed her napkin on her empty plate.

      “I did.” My voice came out wobbly.

      “That’s different. Your mom was Della and Della was…” Amy waved her hand.

      “Amazing.” My chest tightened. Sometimes missing my mom felt like a constant ache, other times it was like being stabbed through the heart. No warning. No build up. Just immediate pain.

      Amy’s smile wilted. “She really was.”

      “It was so easy to talk to her,” I said. “I wish Kayla felt that way about me, but I don’t know. Ever since the split, she’s been…”

      “Distant?” Merilee offered.

      “Distant I would understand. I’d almost be okay with it. It’s like she’s trying to protect me. To keep me safe. She’s trying to make sure I don’t have any added stress in my life. Which is what I’m supposed to be doing for her. She’s doing my job.” Guilt threatened to overwhelm me.

      “Jason did the same thing. It’s because they love and worry about us, too,” Amy said.

      “I know, but I’m the mom.”

      “She knows that.” Merilee gathered our dirty dishes and took them to the sink.

      “Does she?” I asked, unsure.

      “Natalie, listen to me.” Amy turned to face me head on. Her green eyes locked onto mine with such intensity I couldn’t look away. “I’ve watched you take care of her for years. You’re an amazing mom. The fact that she wants to protect you is a testament to how close the two of you are. She wants to make your life easier, better. That’s not a bad thing.”

      “You’re right.” I counted myself lucky. I’d heard horror stories about raising teen girls. So far, Kayla had been easy. “She’s been pushing me to start dating.”

      “What a coincidence…” Amy pursed her lips. “Dane asked about you again.”

      My stomach fluttered the same way it did every time she said his name.

      “Hudson’s sexy surfer friend?” Merilee hurried back to the table. “You should have him take you for a ride on his long board.”

      “Dane McCormick is so far out of my league, we’re not even in the same universe. There are surfboards with his name on them.” I’d met the former pro-surfer at one of Hudson and Amy’s parties. He was gorgeous, rich, and surprisingly sweet. What would a guy like that want with someone like me?

      Amy’s spine stiffened. “That’s complete crap. He asked about you, remember?”

      Merilee nodded.

      “Right, and then we met at the Oscar’s afterparty, and I realized we weren’t a good fit.” I glanced away to hide the half-truth.

      Once Dane and I had gotten past the awkwardness, we’d hit it off. It wasn’t until I’d gotten home and thought it through that I’d decided it’d never work between us. I was too busy with Kayla and work. I didn’t have time for a man.

      Amy rested her hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay if you’re not into him, but don’t sell yourself short.”

      “He’s a great guy, but it isn’t the right time for me to start dating.”

      Merilee tilted her head. “Is it about Chris?”

      “Absolutely not.” I laughed at the mere thought.

      “You two spent twelve years together...” Amy paused as if waiting for me to fill in the blanks.

      “As roommates.” I struggled to find the right words to explain my feelings about my ex-husband. “We were never in love. We were friends who had drunken sex one night and made a baby.”

      “Wow. How have we never talked about this?” Merilee rested her chin in her hand, a sure sign she expected a juicy story.

      “Probably because there isn’t much to tell.” Uncomfortable with the topic, I picked imaginary crumbs from my T-shirt. “After we found out we were having Kayla, we did the right thing and got married.”

      Merilee nodded, but Amy sighed.

      “What can I say? I have a long history of doing what’s expected of me.” I nudged Amy’s side to make her smile. “Live and learn, right?”

      She didn’t smile. She stared. “Nat, are you still running your mom’s company because people expect you to?”

      Amy had inadvertently picked the scab off my deepest wound, but I wasn’t ready to admit it. Especially not on what was supposed to be a fun day of trying on dresses and having lunch with my besties.

      “It’s really hard to work chef’s hours while raising a kid.” I shifted the conversation back to the lesser of two difficult topics. “I’ll always love Chris. In some ways, he’s my best friend.”

      “Hey!” Amy teased.

      Merilee threw her napkin at me.

      “Stop pestering me about Dane, and you two might get the title back.” My stomach fluttered again. Why did he have to be so freaking perfect?

      “Deal.” Merilee laughed. “But you should consider putting yourself back out there.”

      “This isn’t the time. I have my hands full.”

      She shrugged. “There’s never a good time. Dating is like the Polar Plunge. You just have to hold your nose and jump in.”

      I bit back a few snarky comments. “I wouldn’t even know how to go about meeting a man.”

      “Skip the bar scene and go straight to the dating apps.” Kayla breezed through the back door.

      Amy, Merilee, and I glanced at each other wide eyed. I didn’t need psychic abilities to know they were thinking the same thing I was—how long had she been there, and what had she overheard?

      Smiling, I hurried over to hug her. “How was soccer practice?

      “Same as always,” Kayla said, tossing her bag to the floor.

      Merilee stood. “Where are the twins?”

      “And Zarah?” Amy added.

      “They’re out by the pool.” Kayla plopped into an empty chair. “Can we go soon? I’m starved.”

      Amy nodded to the stove. “Help yourself to a panini.”

      “Thanks.” Kayla groaned as she stood.

      “Stay put. I’ll grill it for you,” I offered.

      “You’re the best. Seriously, Mom. Have I told you lately that I love you?”

      I had a sneaking suspicion she’d played me, but that wouldn’t stop me from warming up her snack. “Nope, but feel free to tell me anytime you want.”

      Merilee glanced at her phone. “I should get going. I’m sure Tyler and Brody have homework.”

      “Bye, Ms. Cole.” Kayla stood and gave her a sweaty hug.

      Merilee didn’t seem to mind the BO. Then again, she had two hulking football players for sons. She had to be used to the smell. “See you tomorrow.”

      The mere mention of the party made me cringe, but I hid it by embracing Meri.

      After Amy had walked Merilee to the door, she returned to the kitchen. “What’s new, Kayla? How’s school?”

      “Not much, same old same old.” She hitched a shoulder.

      Noting the dark circles under Kayla’s eyes, I said, “You look tired.”

      “I’m fine. Practice was brutal.” She waved me off. “Besides, weren’t we talking about you?”

      “Were we?” I turned back to the stove.

      “We were,” Amy said. “You and dating.”

      “Dating. Yes! That thing I’ve been telling you to do for months.” Kayla spoke in a dramatic tone only used by teenagers and Shakespearian actors.

      Rather than replying, I fussed over the sandwich.

      Kayla whined. “Aunt Amy, don’t you think my mom should put herself back on the market?”

      “Well…” She glanced at me.

      “Nope. Uh-uh. No way.” I motioned between them with the spatula. “We’re not playing team up on Natalie tonight. Not happening.”

      “Moooom.” She stretched the word into four syllables.

      “Kaylaaaa.” I mimicked her tone and facial expression.

      “How long has it been since the divorce?” Her voice rose over mine.

      “Three years.” Amy folded her arms.

      I shot her a mock glare.

      Amy avoided my gaze, but the corners of her mouth curled up.

      “Yes!” Kayla pointed at me. “Exactly. Three years. And how many dates have you been on in those long, lonely, three years?”

      “None,” Amy answered again.

      “Seriously?” I hissed at her.

      Smiling, she shrugged.

      I plated the panini, added a helping of fresh strawberries and a bag of chips, and slid it across the counter to Kayla.

      “Thanks, Mom.” She devoured the food.

      With her mouth full, I hoped the conversation was over. I should have known the peace wouldn’t last long.

      “I think it’s sad.” Kayla shoved the last bite of panini into her mouth. “I mean. You’re not old.”

      “Why thank you.” I laughed.

      “Yet. You don’t have to be a hermit and hide away from the world.”

      Nodding, I said, “I’ll think about it. Now please, drop it.”

      She shook her head. “Even though you and Dad aren’t together, that doesn’t mean you have to be done with dating forever.”

      Likely sensing my frustration, Amy took Kayla’s dirty plate to the sink.

      “I never said I was done forever.” I drew a breath to ease my temper.

      “Okay, so then you want to start dating?” Kayla pressed.

      “Not yet. I’m happy focusing my attention on work and raising you.” It wasn’t a total lie. I didn’t have the time or the energy to start over with someone new. Maybe I’d feel different once I opened my own restaurant or when she went to college.

      “What a load of crap.”

      “Kayla!” I’d had about all I could take.

      “Shouldn’t you at least be open to the possibilities?” Amy offered me a soft smile. “Look at me and Hudson. Miracles happen.”

      Maybe it was her gentle expression, or that she’d found her happily-ever-after, I don’t know which, but some of the fight drained out of me. “Fine. If Mr. Wonderful comes along, I’ll be open.”

      Kayla caught my eye. “I want you to be happy.”

      “Like you said, I’m not old. I have plenty of time to meet someone.”

      “Why not start looking?” She stared as if daring me to argue.

      “Because I…”

      Both Kayla and Amy waited for me to finish, but when I didn’t, their mischievous grins spread.

      “See? You have no good reason,” Kayla said. “Besides, you don’t have to feel weird about it. Dad’s dating.”

      My stomach churned. Not with jealousy or remorse, with irritation. “What your father does, or doesn’t do, has nothing to do with this.”

      “I thought you two were still friends.” Kayla narrowed her eyes.

      “We are.” I spun to face her. “But that doesn’t mean we’re in some competition to see who moves on the fastest.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Kayla shook her head. “I want you to know that it would be okay. He would be okay if you found someone. I actually think he’d be really happy for you.”

      I didn’t doubt that.

      “Do you still miss him?” Kayla’s voice came out so unsteady, it cracked my heart in two.

      “Not in the way you’re thinking.” I sat beside her. “I love your dad, and I always will, but we were just two young kids who thought we were ready for forever. It turns out we weren’t. But I do miss the idea that my marriage could make it to the fifty-year mark.”

      “Maybe your next one will.” Kayla flashed me a smile.

      “Only if I live to be a hundred.”

      “All the more reason to start dat—”

      “Kayla.” I used the mom voice.

      “Okay.” She held up her hands. “I’ll stop. For now.”

      “Thank you.” I kissed her forehead. “Let’s leave Amy in peace.”

      “Okay…but…” She gave me the same sly smile she used to give me before asking for a second helping of dessert. “Can I drive?”

      “Sure.” I tossed her the keys. “I’ll be right there.”

      She squealed and ran out the back door, with Amy and I trailing behind her.

      “Think about putting yourself back out there.” Amy hugged me.

      “I will.” For some strange reason, Dane’s face popped into my head. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Don’t be nervous. The party’s going to be great.”

      “What could possibly go wrong?” I turned and stumbled over a rock. “Besides tripping over my own feet.”

      Laughing, Amy shook her head. “Don’t tempt fate.”

      “I’ll try to avoid it.” Embarrassed, I hurried to my car.

      Kayla sat in the driver’s seat, fiddling with her phone. The second she saw me, she darkened the screen.

      “Uh huh, I saw that.” Ignoring the blasting radio, I fastened my seatbelt.

      “Saw what?” she asked, a little too innocently.

      “Something you don’t want me to see.”

      Kayla rolled her eyes. “I was texting a friend.”

      “Oh yeah? Anyone I know?”

      “Nope.”

      It bothered me she refused to talk about her crush. Then again, how could I expect her to share her life with me if I refused to share mine with her? Maybe if I opened up a little, she’d do the same?

      “Honey,” I said, turning off the godawful rap music.

      “Yeah?” She put the car in drive and pulled out of the lot.

      I drew a deep breath and let my guard down. “The reason I’m not ready to date is I don’t know how anymore. It’s been so long, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “That’s easy! I can—”

      “No, Kayla. I’m not asking for your help. I wanted you to know the reason, so you’d understand why I’m hesitant.”

      “I get it. Really, I do.” She squeezed my hand before turning the radio up and belting the raunchy lyrics at the top of her lungs.

      I hoped Kayla would understand where I was coming from and let the topic drop for good. My life didn’t have room for dating. Not yet.
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        Kayla: I want my mom to find someone. Is that so crazy?

        Ezra: No. I want the same thing for my dad.

        Kayla: Are your parents divorced too?

        Ezra: Nah. Mom died a few years ago.

        Kayla: Oh my god. EZ I’m so sorry. I had no idea.

        Ezra: It’s okay. I don’t talk about it much.

        Kayla: How did she die?

        Ezra: Cancer

        Kayla: Shit. Wow. That sucks.

        Ezra: It does. Especially for my dad. I wish he’d start dating.

        Kayla: Maybe there’s something we could do about it.

        Ezra: Like what? You got any ideas?

        Kayla: Actually… Ya know what… I do. See you at the party tomorrow.
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      “You can’t quit. I have an engagement party tonight. I’m the best man.” I glared at my manager—make that ex-manager.

      “Bro! You should understand. Nothing is more important than love.” Billy held his arms out wide. “It’s even bigger and deeper than the ocean.”

      I’d retired from pro-surfing. I knew the freaking ocean. The only thing bigger or deeper was the pile of shit he was leaving me to deal with.

      “At least stay long enough for me to hire your replacement. I can’t do all of this on my own.” I motioned around the surf shop.

      We’d been busy, and he’d been slacking. Someone needed to restock the swimsuits, straighten the shelves of sunscreen, and vacuum the piles of sand from the floor. Not to mention, take inventory, make the nightly deposit, and put in another order for boards.

      “No can do.” He shook his shaggy head. “Maria wants to hit the road tonight for Ohio.”

      “Ohio? Oh-freaking-hio? You realize they don’t have beaches, right?” I couldn’t believe this guy. He’d worked for me for years, and this is how he wanted to leave it?

      “Who needs waves when you have love?” Billy tossed his keys on the counter and strolled out the door.

      “What are we going to do now, boss?” Alison’s nervous voice snapped me out of my shock-induced stupor.

      “Right.” I glanced from the piles of boards that needed storing to the pile of receipts that needed sorting. “Lock everything up. I’ll come in after the party and finish closing duties.”

      “I can do it first thing in the morning.” She dipped her chin and gave me a shy smile. “On one condition…”

      Alison had only worked for me for a couple of months. She was young, just out of school, but smart—and more importantly, she didn’t have a boyfriend from Ohio.

      “Name your price.” I folded my arms.

      “Take me to the party as your plus one.”

      “EZ’s my plus one.” I don’t know what she saw in my expression, but she blushed.

      “It’d be a work thing. Off-the-clock. There’ll be a lot of people there that I should meet. To help you market the surf school…and the hotel. You know, to get more people interested in taking surfing lessons and renting rooms.” She spoke so fast I had a hard time keeping up.

      I held up my hands. “As long as you can be ready to go in a half-hour, you’re welcome to tag along.”

      Her face fell, but she nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

      What’s going on with her?

      “Great. And don’t worry. I’ll get applicants for Billy’s position in here as soon as possible.”

      “Or…” Alison’s eyes darted to the floor, then back to my face.

      “Or? What?” I cocked my head.

      “I could do it.”

      Her qualifications weren’t the issue. She had a business degree and knew the shop. The problem was, she could surf like a pro, and she was a great teacher.

      “You’re the best instructor I have.” I lowered my voice in hopes of softening the blow. “You’re great with the students. I can’t afford to lose you out there.”

      “You won’t.” Ali’s smile widened. “I’ll do both.”

      “Manage the storefront and give lessons? How?”

      She squared her shoulders. “If you hire a part-time salesperson to take care of the store. I can handle my lessons and the manager duties.”

      My instinct was to say no, but her confidence convinced me to give her a try. Plus, I was in a serious jamb. “How do you feel about a sixty-day trial period?”

      She blinded me with a wide smile. “You won’t regret this, Dane, I promise!”

      “I know I won’t.” I regretted it already. If it didn’t work out, I’d be looking for a new instructor and a new manager. “Go get changed for the party. I’ll pack up the boards.”

      “I’ll meet you in the parking lot.” Still beaming, Alison bolted for the exit.

      Despite Ali’s offer to come in early and take care of things, I couldn’t leave the place a wreck. There was too much for one person to do, no matter how early they came in.

      I got to work putting the gritty boards into the storage lockers. They’d need to be de-waxed and cleaned before tomorrow’s lessons, but I didn’t have time to worry about them. Nor did I have time to enter receipts, reconcile the cash register, or confirm tomorrow’s lessons.

      Running the Casa Rosa Hotel and Surf School wasn’t how I’d envisioned spending the second half of my life. Becoming a widower and single father had never been the plan.

      Five years later, I was a successful business owner and my son, Ezra, had grown into a happy, healthy seventeen-year-old. Life was good.

      But it was lonely.

      I was lonely.

      The problem was, I had no clue how to change it. Since my wife died, I’d only flirted with one woman—and she’d ghosted me.

      Face it, bro. You have zero game.

      After locking up the boards, I headed for the parking lot only to find Ezra and Ali standing beside my truck. She threw her head back and laughed, which would have been a good thing, had my son not been staring at her like a love-sick puppy.

      I cleared my throat and jingled my keys. “Everyone ready to go?”

      Holy shit. When did I become my dad?

      “EZ. Want to drive?”

      “Do fish crap in the ocean?” He grinned, his teeth standing out against his tanned skin.

      “EZ was telling me about Single Dads Gone Wild.” Ali climbed into the backseat. “It sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “It is.” I slid in the passenger’s side and watched as Ezra checked the mirrors before cranking the engine and easing onto the road.

      “What gave you the idea to start it?” She leaned forward.

      EZ’s gaze moved to the rearview, or more specifically, the girl in the backseat.

      “Eyes on the road.” I motioned to Ali. “Seatbelt.”

      She sucked in a breath and buckled up.

      Yep. I’m full-on channeling the old man. No wonder Natalie ghosted me.

      Frowning, I said, “The goal was to help each other through the ins and outs of fatherhood and to have some fun.”

      Ezra rolled his eyes. “He and Hudson started SDGW after their wives died. It’s kinda like if a support group and the X-Games got together and had a baby.”

      “Hudson Stewart is amazing.” Her voice came out breathy. No surprise, Hud had that effect on most women.

      “So is Amy, his fiancé.” I had no idea why I’d snapped. I didn’t care if Ali had a crush on my best friend. It wouldn’t go anywhere. Like me, the guy was twice her age. Unlike me, he was getting married in a couple of months.

      “Geez. Take a chill.” Ezra shook his head. “Are you guys changing the name now that Uncle Hud isn’t single?”

      “And update the webpage and social media?” I scoffed. “Not happening.”

      They continued to talk about Single Dads Gone Wild, our camping trips, skydiving, whitewater rafting, and on and on, but I tuned them out. My mind drifted to a certain blonde caterer, with a wicked sense of humor, legs to die for, and blue eyes I could drown in.

      Too bad Natalie didn’t want anything to do with me.

      The engagement party was in full swing when we arrived at Hudson and Amy’s sprawling estate. When Hud had told me they were having a low-key barbecue, I’d expected a couple dozen guests and burgers on the grill. It wasn’t until he mentioned Natalie’s company was catering the shindig that I’d realized his idea of low-key and mine were very different.

      “I see Brody and Tyler. I’ll catch you guys later.” Ezra strode toward his friends.

      Ali stood star-struck, gawking at the celebrities in attendance. “I’m going to mingle.”

      “Have fun.” I figured my crew were in the mancave hiding from the crowd, but I had a quick stop to make before joining them.

      The kitchen.

      I rounded the corner and took in the chaos. A dozen people, dressed in black pants and crisp white shirts, carried large serving trays in and out of the space. That they didn’t collide with each other or drop anything surprised me. Each person moved like a wheel in a well-oiled machine.

      And then I saw the reason.

      Natalie.

      She stood in the center of the swirling activity, pointing, giving orders, directing her staff like Mickey Mouse conducting the flood water in Fantasia.

      Her cheeks were rosy, and she’d tucked her blonde hair beneath her chef’s hat, but she was still beautiful.

      What can I say? I’d always been a sucker for a woman who knew how to take charge.

      As if she felt my stare, she glanced up and met my gaze. Her eyes widened and a smile softened her face.

      I waved.

      “Hi.” She held up a finger and mouthed, “One second.”

      “Sure.” I couldn’t help but grin. After she’d avoided me for months, I hadn’t expected her to want to speak to me.

      “There you are.” Ali stepped between me and the kitchen and stood closer than was necessary—or appropriate, given I was her boss. “You will not believe who’s here.”

      “Yeah?” I glanced from her to Natalie and caught her staring.

      “It’s like a Hollywood who’s-who list.” Ali leaned close and whispered, “We’ve been here five minutes, and I’ve already handed out ten cards.”

      “That’s great.” I took a step back to put some distance between us.

      “Ugh. Stand still.” She made a pained face, rested her hand on my shoulder, and bent forward to mess with her shoe. “This darned strap keeps coming loose.”

      Natalie narrowed her eyes, frowned, and turned her back to us. She’d clearly gotten the wrong idea.

      “Excuse me.” I side-stepped my new manager with every intention of pulling Natalie aside and explaining.

      “Dane!” Hudson crossed the room and clamped his hand on my shoulder. “The guys are in the mancave playing poker. You game?”

      I cast one last glance back into the kitchen, but Nat was nowhere to be found. “Sure. Why not?”

      Hudson’s mancave was the stuff of legends. Besides the gigantic flatscreen television and leather sectional, he had a pool table, air hockey, and foosball. Old school pinball machines lined one wall, a kitchenette and fully stocked bar lined the other.

      Sully, Eric, and Adam sat around Hudson’s poker table sharing wings, placing bets, and shooting the shit.

      Sully, a former NFL star turned high school football coach, shuffled the cards. “You want in?”

      “Sure.” I sank into a barrel shaped chair. “Just a couple hands. I have best man duties, and it’s been a shit day.”

      Sully raised a brow at Hud. “In or out?”

      “I have time for one more before Amy sends out a search party.” Hudson sat across from me. “I saw EZ by the pool chatting up one of the servers.”

      First Ali, now one of Nat’s employees? What was going on with him? “Please tell me he wasn’t flirting with an adult woman.”

      “I didn’t get a look at her face.” Hudson peeked at his cards. “What’s going on with you? I haven’t seen you this stressed out since they closed the beaches last year.”

      I drew a deep breath and unloaded my dumpster fire of a day—sans the Natalie thing. They didn’t need to know I was still sniffing around the caterer.

      “Billy walked out?” Adam asked, tossing his cards down. “I fold.”

      “Yup. When I asked him to stay on until I found someone new, he gave me some bullshit about love being bigger than the ocean and left.” I threw a couple more chips in the center of the table. “I’ll raise you.”

      “All right, losers. Let’s seem ‘em,” Hudson said.

      We flipped over our cards. Hudson and I groaned in unison as a cackling Sully claimed the pot. From the looks of it, he’d been cleaning them out all night, but that was nothing new. It was a rare occurrence when anyone beat Sully.

      “That’s bullshit,” Adam said. “About Billy.”

      “Yup, but I hired Ali as interim manager.”

      Three pairs of eyes snapped up to meet mine.

      I blinked, taking in their looks of disbelief. “What?”

      “Alison?” Sully raised his eyebrows. “The little surf instructor?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Wow, and you brought her here tonight?” Hudson whistled. “I didn’t see that one coming.”

      I frowned. “See what coming?”

      “You and her.” Adam shook his head. “What are you doing down here with us? Shouldn’t you be with your date? Or is she hanging out with the other teenagers?”

      “She’s twenty-two.” I snorted. “And for the record, she’s not my date.”

      Adam, Hudson, and Sully exchanged doubtful glances. When they turned back, they all laughed at the confused look on my face.

      “Does she know that?” Hudson asked. “You two looked awfully cozy.”

      “Her strap came loose.”

      They cracked up again.

      My stomach roiled. “What the hell am I missing?”

      “You promoted her to manager. Without any experience.” Adam counted off on his fingers. “You bring her to a party. And may or may not have cozied up with her? I mean, she’s worked for you for all of five minutes.”

      “Because I’m desperate.” I explained. “It’s not like I have any other options right now. And she does have a business degree. The least I can do is give her a chance.”

      “A chance.” Hudson chuckled. “At which part? Managing the surf shop or being your plus one?”

      “I’m not sleeping with her.” I tossed my cards on the table.

      Adam held his hands up in surrender. “Okay man, we believe you. It’s suspicious, that’s all.”

      Sully scratched his jaw. “We know she’s into you, so we thought—”

      “Into me?” I whipped my head in his direction. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Oh, come on!” Adam said. “You can’t pretend you haven’t noticed.”

      “I really haven’t.” I glanced between them.

      Alison was a sweet girl and a talented surfer, but I had never thought of her as anything else.

      Hudson rolled his eyes. “You’re the reason she applied for the job in the first place.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. They always did this. Insisted I was some sort of sex symbol because I used to surf. Sure, there had been a time years ago when women had lined up to meet me, get my autograph, and ask for my number. I’d never, not once, taken any of them up on their offers.

      Melissa and I had started dating when we were nineteen. I had never been interested in anyone else.

      I pointed at Hudson. “Even if she took the job because of me, Ali has worked her ass off since she started. She deserves a chance to manage the shop.”

      “And maybe, after a long day, you two might need to blow off some steam…” Sully wiggled his brows.

      “Never going to happen.” I nodded to the deck in his hands. “You gonna deal those or play with them all night?”

      He shuffled the cards one last time before dealing them around the table. “Look at the wall behind me.”

      I glanced up and scowled at the twenty-year-old poster of me from the Men’s Health Magazine spread.

      I turned and glared at Hudson. “I still can’t believe you bought that freaking thing.”

      “It matches the décor.” He shrugged.

      Two years ago, the guys had happened across the old poster on eBay. They’d gotten a good laugh at my expense, then Hudson had bought it for me as a gag gift. I’d been about to chuck it, but Hudson had nabbed it before I could.

      “Seriously man,” Adam continued. “You really don’t think Alison wants to sleep with the guy on that poster?”

      I glanced up again. My sun-bleached hair used to hang to the center of my back. The magazine had enhanced my brown eyes to make them almost translucent green. Worst still, my abs glistened with a mixture of sweat and salt water. Looking at it made me feel old.

      “I’m not that guy anymore,” I said.

      “A few more wrinkles and a little less hair, but you’re still you,” Hudson said. “There are plenty of women who’d love to be your surf bunny.”

      “Hardly.”

      “Dude.” Adam eyed me over his cards.

      “What the hell? Are we going to paint each other’s toenails and have a pillow fight? Less talk. More poker.” I grumbled.

      Setting his cards down, Sully said, “It’s time.”

      “Beyond time.” Hudson added.

      “Time for what?” I had a very good idea where the conversation was headed but played dumb.

      Adam said, “Melissa’s been gone for five years.”

      It was the tone of his voice that caught my attention. Gone were the teasing jibes and good-natured ribbing. In their place was something entirely too close to pity. “I—”

      “Before you argue, I’m not saying you should run out and sleep with Alison.” Sully said. “We actually have something else in mind.”

      “What is this? Some kind of ambush?” I demanded.

      “It’s not an ambush. We’re going to do it, too.” Sully motioned to the groom-to-be. “Except him, of course.”

      I had a sinking feeling I wouldn’t like whatever idea these boneheads had dreamed up. “Do what?”

      “We’re joining a dating app.” Sully sat back and folded his arms. “Think of it as the next SDGW adventure.”

      I was right. I hated the idea.

      “Great. You guys have fun with that,” I said without making eye contact.

      Adam kicked my chair. “Cut the shit. We know you’re lonely, because we’re all in the same damned boat.”

      “How many times have we sat around this table moaning about wanting to meet someone?” Sully asked. “Let’s stop bitching and go for it.”

      My instinct was to argue, but I didn’t really want to. The guys were right. It was time. Besides, if I had my way, I wouldn’t need the app. Not if I could convince Natalie to give me a shot.

      Letting out a half-groan, half-sigh, I let my head fall back. “Okay. Count me in. Which app?”

      Hudson laughed. “It’s called Second Time Soulmates and specializes in matching divorcees, widows, and widowers.”

      “Second Time Soulmates? You’re kidding, right?”

      He frowned. “Don’t let the corny name throw you off. It’s incredibly popular.”

      Adam glanced between the single dads. “We’re doing this?”

      Sully slapped the table. “We’re doing this!”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: It was cool seeing you tonight.

        Kayla: Same! Sorry I had to work.

        Ezra: It’s weird, you know all my friends.

        Kayla: My mom is besties with Amy.

        Ezra: My dad and Hudson go way back.

        Kayla: Small world.

        Ezra: Yeah. We’re supposed to meet the gang at 7:30. Pick you up at 7 tomorrow?

        Kayla: Make it 6? My mom won’t be home to insist on meeting you.

        Ezra: See you at 6. We’ll grab burgers or something.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 3

          

          

      

    

    






DANE

        

      

    

    
      As usual, Ezra came in thirty minutes past curfew. Some kids would have tried to sneak in, but he slammed the door hard enough to wake the entire hotel. “I’m home!”

      “You’re late.” I continued to scroll through my phone. If I knew my son, he’d grunt on his way to his room rather than joining me.

      “A friend got drunk. I drove him home.” He popped his head into the living room.

      I stashed my cell between the couch cushions and cleared my throat a little too loud. “No prob.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What were you doing?”

      “Nothing.” I sat upright. “How was your date?”

      “Nothing?” His eyebrows shot so high they disappeared beneath his shaggy, sun-bleached hair. “Your phone is neon orange. Kinda hard to hide.”

      “Do I invade your privacy?”

      Ezra looked like he wanted to argue, but he shook his head and walked into the kitchen. “It wasn’t a date. Just picked her up on the way to meet the gang. She’s only a sophomore. Can’t drive yet.”

      “Gotcha.” As soon as I heard the fridge door open, I grabbed my phone and went back to browsing. “Tell me about the drunk kid. Anyone I know?”

      “Some guys brought beer. He drank too much, and I didn’t want him to drive home.” EZ opened and closed cabinets. “Tell me again why we live in a hotel and don’t have room service.”

      “Because I don’t want to run a restaurant.” I had enough headaches with the boutique hotel and surf shop/school. The last thing I needed was to deal with the health department, liquor licensing, and all the other red tape that went into feeding people.

      He continued to knock around in the kitchen. “I’m ordering a pizza.”

      “This is stupid,” I whispered to myself.

      Picture after picture appeared on the screen. Second Time Soulmates was full of beautiful women, but none caught my eye. Each one was gorgeous in her own way, but the photos all felt so fake. Posed. Filtered. Maybe I was being picky. Or maybe I wasn’t ready for something like this.

      Frustrated, I swiped through a few more women. I was about to give up when my thumb froze over the screen.

      Wow.

      My mouth fell open.

      What’s Natalie doing on a dating app?

      She’d cut her hair since I’d seen her, but the picture was stunning. Between her full lips and her ocean blue eyes. I was a goner.

      My thumb itched to press the message button, but what would I say?

      Hey, remember me? I’m the guy you never called back?

      Hi, what did you want to talk about before you saw me with my employee?

      Please, for the love of God, put me out of my misery and have dinner with me?

      This was a stupid idea. I didn’t know what I was thinking, letting the guys talk me into signing up for a dating app. Then again, I’d tried asking her out the old-fashioned way, and it hadn’t worked. Maybe this would?

      Or maybe she’s not into me?

      No that didn’t make sense, she’d seemed interested when we’d talked at Hudson’s Oscar party. Then why hadn’t she called me back?

      “Who’s the hottie?” Ezra asked.

      I startled and fumbled to hide my phone, but it was too late. With a sigh, I put my cell face down on my thigh.

      “Wow, do you look guilty.” He laughed. “Something you want to tell me?”

      Feeling like a kid caught sneaking a kiss behind the bleachers, I gestured toward the couch. “I guess you’re going to find out eventually.”

      “What? That you’re dating?” Ezra shrugged. “It’s not exactly earth-shattering news.”

      “You’re okay with it?” I asked.

      “Duh.” Ezra rolled his eyes and plopped down beside me. “I’m the one who’s been telling you to do it. Remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I’d barely gotten through the birds and the bees talk when he’d first started to show an interest in girls. I wasn’t sure I’d survive this one—not when the shoe was on the other foot. “But we’ve never discussed it. Not really. You’ve made jokes that I’ve ignored.”

      His expression grew serious. “Let’s talk about it. I assume you know how babies are made and how to prevent that sort of thing…”

      “Ha ha.” I tossed a pillow at him. “Seriously, would it bother you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Don’t answer so fast. Take a second and really think about it. Me with another woman. How would you feel about that?” I studied his expression for any signs of distress.

      He hitched a shoulder. “I’m good with it.”

      “Another woman…who isn’t Mom.” I tilted my head. “Possibly here. In the penthouse.”

      Ezra screwed up his face and my heart sank. “Dude, as long as you’re both fully clothed, what do I care?”

      “Dammit, EZ.”

      “What?” He laughed. “Why are you making such a big deal about it? I’m fine with you dating. In fact, I want you to. Okay?”

      “Okay.” I had my doubts, but I nodded.

      “And Mom would too.” He squeezed my shoulder.

      “You’re right.” I hung my head. Memories of some of mine and Melissa’s last conversations flooded me. She’d made me promise her that I would find love again. Hell, she’d gone as far as writing a letter to my future wife.

      He met my gaze. “You’re going to stop using me as an excuse now, right?”

      “An excuse?”

      “Well yeah. You pretty much gave up everything to raise me…”

      Ah yes, the sacrifices talk.

      “EZ, listen to me. I chose to quit surfing to take care of Mom and to raise you—and I’d do it all again.”

      “I don’t get it. Why didn’t you take me with you on tour?” Ezra frowned. “I’ll never give it up. That is, if you ever let me compete.”

      He’d started bugging me to go pro the day he’d turned fourteen and hadn’t stopped since.

      “It’s a hard life, EZ.”

      “But it’s the life I want.” He folded his arms.

      I didn’t want to get into this again. “After high school.”

      “Dad, you of all people know that surfers have a short shelf-life. The year it takes me to finish school is a year I won’t be out there winning tourneys, getting sponsors, and making bank.” He stood and paced. “Why can’t I get my GED?”

      “Because you might want to go to college one day—”

      “And need a diploma.” He pulled out his phone. “Check this out. Indiana University has a dual enrollment program. I can earn high school and college credit at the same time.”

      I took the phone and scrolled through the basics. “How did you find out about this?”

      “My school counselor.” He grinned, likely thinking he had me. “She also gave me the deets on some online options in Cali, but this one looks the best. It’s a pretty well-known school.”

      I glanced between him and the screen. “And you could do this while on tour?”

      “Yep.” Ezra hitched his shoulder. “I talked to my coach. He said even the older pros are taking college classes online while competing.”

      It still rubbed me the wrong way that he’d wanted a coach. Especially, since I’d surfed circles around the guy back in the day. But EZ had insisted he couldn’t learn from me, that I was too soft on him, too careful.

      He was probably right.

      “I’ll think about it.” I handed the cell back to him. “Are you sure you’re ready to leave your friends behind? And what about this new girl?”

      “Dude, true friends will get it.” He furrowed his brow for half a second and grinned. “The girl is just a friend.”

      “I met your mom when I was nineteen…”

      “And you knew she was the one right away. You’ve told me this a million times.” He shook his head. “I don’t have time to date.”

      “Singularly focused. You’ll need to be.” I hated the thought of him leaving home, but I would have had better luck tying down a gale force wind than keeping him off the circuit. “Let’s have a sit-down with this counselor of yours. If Indiana University is a legit option, we’ll talk to your coach.”

      “Yes! Thanks, Dad.” He hugged me, danced around, and hugged me again. “You deserve to be happy, too.”

      “Thanks, kid.” I smiled. “But I am happy.”

      He groaned. “I meant with a woman. You should get laid before you’re too old.”

      “EZ!” I grabbed him around the neck and scrubbed my knuckles on his scalp.

      Laughing, he punched my arm. “I’m screwing with you. Get it? Screwing.”

      “You’re hilarious.”

      “I know I am, bro.”

      It was my turn to throw a playful punch. “Don’t call me bro, bro.”

      “You’re a California surfer. You are the definition of a bro.”

      “Isn’t it your bedtime or something?” I teased.

      “Nah, I’m waiting on my pizza, but it might be yours, old man. Unless you’re thinking of hitting up that hottie from the dating app? Was it Tinder?”

      “How the hell do you know what Tinder is?” I arched a brow.

      “It’s not exactly a state secret. Yell when my pizza gets here.” Ezra chuckled and waved me off as he headed upstairs. “I hope it works out for you with the hottie.”

      “Thanks, kid.”

      Alone with my thoughts, I waffled between guilt and worry.

      It was true, Ezra had been pushing me to date for a long time but still, was it the right thing to do? Would he really be fine when the idea became reality? How would he feel the first time I brought a woman home?

      Shaking my head, I turned my attention back to Natalie’s profile.

      From the first moment I’d laid eyes on her, I’d wanted to get to know her. Natalie was beautiful, but there was more to it than that. She’d been at a restaurant with Amy. I had no idea why, but they’d started cracking up. Natalie’s laughter was like a siren’s song. She’d seemed so full of life, so carefree, so genuine.

      I should text her. Ezra swore he was fine with it.

      I took a deep breath, typed a quick message, and pressed send before I could talk myself out of it.

      
        
        GhostRyder: Hey stranger. Fancy meeting you here.

      

      

      My palms grew clammy as I stared at the screen.

      What the hell was I thinking using my old surfing nickname on a dating site? Out of context, it made me seen like a comic book junkie—or worse, a Nicolas Cage fan.

      And that message? Hey stranger? Fancy? What am I, seventy?

      I rested my elbows on my knees and prayed for a glitch that’d erase the message.

      
        
        CookinMama: Hey back.

      

      

      Grinning, I settled against the cushions and silently thanked my friends for being such pains in my ass.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: My dad was checking out chicks on a dating app!

        Kayla: What?! That’s great!

        Ezra: I know! I don’t know how it happened but damn. I’m excited for him. Any luck with your mom?

        Kayla: I’m wearing her down.

        Ezra: Awesome! Ya know if all else fails, we could set them up with each other.

        Kayla: Ugh. No way!

        Ezra: Kidding. LOL I showed my dad the online school info. Looks like I might be going on tour soon.

        Kayla: That’s great, but I thought you were going to wait another year?

        Ezra: Totally great. Why wait?

        Kayla: I’ll miss you.

        Ezra: Are you going to Zarah’s thing tomorrow night?

        Kayla: Only if you give me a ride.

        Ezra: Deal.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      After my busy weekend, I’d taken Monday off—or the mom version of off, anyway. I’d cleaned the house, paid the bills, gone grocery shopping for the week, and prepped some meals. At six, I’d clocked out of domestic duties and curled up on the couch to read the latest romance from my favorite author.

      Kayla walked into the room, sighed, paced around, and sighed again.

      So much for my me-time.

      “Everything okay?”

      “I need to tell you something.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other while looking anywhere except at me.

      Words no parent wants to hear.

      I set the novel aside and gave her my undivided attention. “What’s wrong?”

      She took a deep breath. “Promise you won’t get mad.”

      “Kayla…”

      “Just promise.”

      I sat up straighter. “Okay. Okay. I promise.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “I set up a dating profile for you.”

      A dating profile? What was she talking about? “I don’t understand.”

      She opened her eyes and took a tiny step toward me. “There’s this dating app for older people, Second Time Soulmates… It’s really popular.”

      “And?”

      “I signed you up.”

      “You signed me up for a dating profile.” I repeated her words partly to make sure I’d heard her right, and partly because I couldn’t wrap my brain around what she’d done.

      Kayla nodded.

      This was impossible. Insane. There was no way she’d be crazy enough to do something like this. She was joking. She had to be.

      “You’re kidding,” I said. “Kayla Nicole Davidson, tell me you are kidding.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m serious.”

      A switch flipped inside me. I went from shocked, but level-headed, parent to raving lunatic in a millisecond. Shooting to my feet, I shouted, “What were you thinking?”

      Kayla took a step back as if afraid my head would spin, and I’d spew pea soup.

      “Answer me.” I hadn’t meant to yell, but too damned bad. I was a human being, with emotions—including anger.

      She perched on the edge of the couch and hung her head. “I only did it to help you.”

      “Help me how?”

      Kayla seemed so dejected, part of me wanted to take her hand and soothe her, but the bigger part wanted to shake some sense into her.

      “The other night,” she mumbled. “When we were talking to Amy about you dating, I started thinking…”

      “Actually, you were doing the opposite of thinking,” I snapped.

      “Just listen,” Kayla begged. “Please, Mom?”

      I pressed my lips together and crossed my arms. “Fine. Go ahead. I’m listening.”

      “I want you to be happy.” She glanced at me. “Really, truly happy. And I hoped that, if you saw how easy it was to meet men, you might be more willing to put yourself out there.”

      I didn’t want to hear it. This was exactly the kind of thing I was complaining to Amy about. I was the parent, but Kayla seemed hell-bent on taking care of me. “When did you do this?”

      “A few days ago.”

      “Let me see it.” I held my hand out.

      Kayla took her cell out of her back pocket, unlocked the screen, and handed it over.

      Holding my breath, I tried to make sense of what I saw.

      When Christopher and I had first started seeing each other, dating apps hadn’t existed. We met people at work, school, or random bars. I never would have imagined meeting a man online. At least not until my best friend had met her soon-to-be-husband in a forum for single parents.

      I stared at my photo on her screen. It was an old picture from a few years before Christopher and I separated. The lines around my eyes weren’t as noticeable, and my hair was cut in a cute bob. It was me in my prime, but I wasn’t that woman anymore.

      “Kayla… This is…” I shook my head.

      “Just read through the messages!”

      “What? I don’t see—”

      “Here.” She leaned over and pointed to the message icon in the corner of the screen.

      Heart pounding, I clicked on it and began scrolling.

      Most of the men were handsome. Their messages were kind, respectful even. It was not at all what I expected. From what I’d heard of dating apps, I’d assumed there’d be a bunch of horny lounge lizard types looking for a booty call.

      This isn’t so bad.

      I clicked one of the messages, and every ounce of my anger returned. “You responded?”

      “Only to one guy,” she said.

      “And you think that’s better?”

      “Mom, I was trying to help.”

      “These are grown men. Grown men you were talking to on the internet. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” My voice rose to supersonic levels.

      “It’s not like I was going to meet them myself!” Kayla insisted.

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      She held her hands up. “Read the messages. You’ll see. There’s nothing bad in them.”

      I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to listen to a single thing she had to say. I was livid and terrified. My teenage daughter conversing with men on the internet was one of my biggest fears. I’d raised her to be more careful than that.

      “You know better than to do something like this.” I needed to calm down, to think, to stop screaming like a banshee. This wasn’t the kind of mother I wanted to be.

      “I’m really sorry.” Her voice wobbled.

      “Before I read them,” I said. “Please help me understand what you were thinking.”

      “I told you.” She stared at the ceiling as if looking for the right answers, or more likely, for an escape hatch. “I hoped you might be more excited about dating if you saw how easy it was and how many men were interested in you.”

      “There’s a difference between liking what they see in an old photo and being interested in me as a person.”

      “You have to start somewhere, right?” She motioned to the phone.

      “I’m not that woman in the picture anymore… None of these men would want the real—” I clamped my mouth shut. I wanted her to grow up to be a strong, confident woman. What the hell kind of example was I setting by waving my insecurities around?

      “Maybe not all of them, but some will.” Kayla’s face softened. “You don’t see how amazing you are. That’s exactly why I did this. I knew it was extreme and you’d freak out. But I had to try. You deserve to be happy.”

      “With someone called Ghost Ryder?” I wiggled the cell. “He doesn’t even have a photo. Not that it would matter, as we both know, pictures can be deceiving.”

      “He has his pic hidden from public view. You have to go into his profile.” She drew a deep breath. “There’s…um…one more thing…”

      Suspicious, I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

      “He lives in San Sera. I told him you would meet him for dinner tonight.” She hung her head again.

      “You did what?” Rather than screaming or breaking something, I paced the room to expel some of my pent-up energy.

      “He seemed really nice.”

      I skimmed through the messages. There weren’t many. Kayla hadn’t talked to GhostRyder for long. But there, at the end of the thread, was an enthusiastic “Yes!” in answer to his dinner invitation.

      I closed my eyes and breathed slowly.

      “Would it be so terrible to meet him?” Kayla whispered.

      “You shouldn’t have done this.”

      “Maybe not,” She shrugged. “And I know I’m probably grounded for the rest of my life, and I’ll probably never get my license now, and you’ll probably even make me quit the soccer team, but that’s how important this is!”

      “I understand you thought you were helping, but this is my life. I get to decide what’s right for me. How would you like it if I set you up with some random boy on a dating app?”

      “Fine.” Kayla threw her hands in the air. “Don’t go. But just think about how horrible Dane will feel when you don’t show up tonight.”

      Blood rushed behind my ears. How many Danes could there possibly be in San Sera? “Dane?”

      “That’s his real name.” She pointed at the phone. “Open his profile and look at his picture. He has a nice smile.”

      My hand trembled so violently, it took me several attempts to hit the right buttons. Once I did, my knees went out from beneath me. I sank onto the couch and reread the messages. In context, they didn’t seem so random.

      Dane McCormick had recognized me from the ancient photo and had invited me to dinner.

      Wonder what happened with the chickee-baby he was with at the engagement party?

      I typed out a quick message to Dane, telling him that I was sorry, but I wouldn’t be able to make it to dinner after all. Without pause, I pressed send, deleted the app, and handed Kayla her cell.

      I couldn’t look at her. One, I was too angry. And two, I was afraid she’d realize I knew Dane and never let this go. “Don’t even think about reinstalling the app and send me the login information for the account in case I need to do more damage control.”

      “Okay.” She slid the cell in her back pocket. “I really wish you would reconsider.”

      “I need to be alone right now,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “We’ll talk more about this later.”

      Kayla nodded and left the room. After she texted me the login information, I downloaded the Second Time Soulmates app to my own phone and checked to see if Dane had responded.

      According to his and Kayla’s conversation, he was planning to meet me for dinner in an hour. I hoped he’d get my message in time.

      I grabbed my book and got back to reading—or tried to. It was supposed to be my night off. My time to unwind, and that’s what I intended to do. I’d deal with Kayla and her punishment once I’d cooled off.

      As I read, I couldn’t stop imagining Dane sitting alone at the restaurant, staring at the door, waiting for me. Rather than continue to torture myself, I called Amy. My plan was simple, get his number and cancel the date.

      Her voicemail picked up.

      “Damn it. I’m not going,” I said out loud to the empty room.

      But I couldn’t leave it to chance. Amy and Hudson were having a weekend long destination wedding in the mountains, and God knew what other parties they’d throw between now and then. I’d be seeing a lot of Dane in the coming weeks and months—even years.

      How awkward will the wedding be if the best man thinks the maid of honor stood him up?

      Shit.

      Amy returned my call thirty-five minutes later. “What’s going on, you sounded upset in your message.”

      “You’re not going to believe what Kayla did.” I spent the next five minutes telling her everything. “And the worst part is, I don’t think he’s seen the message.”

      Amy remained quiet so long, I thought I’d dropped the call.

      “Hello?”

      “I’m here.” She sounded as freaked out as I felt. “Do you want his number?”

      Do I?

      I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror and wished I was ten pounds lighter and ten years younger. “I’m already dressed. I may as well meet him but send it just in case.”

      “Are you sure?” Her voice lightened to the point I could hear her smiling.

      I remembered the painfully young woman who’d hung on Dane like an ornament. “Before I answer, who was that girl he was with at your party?”

      “I was wondering how long it’d be before you asked.” She laughed again. “Her name is Ali. She runs his surf shop. Hudson swears Dane isn’t interested in her.”

      “Please, did you see her?” I wasn’t the jealous type, but it was hard not to be a little envious. Ali had a dark hair and tanned skin pacific islander vibe going on. Add in her toned body and perfect boobs, and what man wouldn’t be interested?

      “I did. But he wants to have dinner with you.” She spoke each word like it was a jab. “He’s been asking about you for months, Nat. I’m telling you, there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay. I’ll go. It’s too late to cancel now anyway.”

      She made a little squealing noise that reminded me way too much of Kayla. “You’re going to meet him?”

      “Yes,” I muttered. “Even if this is insane.”

      “Dating is not insane. What Kayla did is a little nuts, but she meant well.”

      “She’s grounded for the rest of her life.”

      Amy laughed. “Try to have fun tonight. Dane doesn’t know the date was orchestrated by your fifteen-year-old daughter. Don’t take your anger out on him.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “And try not to spill your drink on him. You know how clumsy you get when you’re nervous.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I pressed a hand to my stomach to stop it from doing acrobatics. “Okay, okay. I’m hanging up now. I’m already going to be late.”

      “Have fun!”

      I disconnected and put my phone in my purse. Looking back at the mirror, I couldn’t help but groan. I wished I had more time to get ready. This was my first date since the divorce, and I was the polar opposite of put together.

      “What are you doing?” Kayla’s voice pulled my attention away from the mirror.

      “This doesn’t mean you’re off the hook,” I said.

      A slow grin spread across her face. “You’re meeting Dane?”

      “Yes, but—”

      Kayla squealed much like Amy had moments before.

      I cut her off. “Only because he didn’t respond to my message telling him I had to cancel. I don’t want him to think he was stood up or be sitting all alone at the restaurant. That’s too horrible to imagine.”

      “I really think you’ll be glad you did this.”

      “Yeah well, we’ll see.”

      Kayla hugged me. “You look so pretty.”

      “Thanks, but you’re still in trouble.”

      She sighed.

      “And grounded.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll be home soon.” I hiked my purse higher on my shoulder and marched downstairs.

      “Stay out as long as you want.” Kayla waved from the top step.

      The closer I came to leaving, the more I wanted to run back to my bedroom and hide. “This is a terrible idea.”

      She hurried to the foyer. “No, Mom, it’s not. This is good. You need this.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said, more to convince myself than her. “Not even a real date. It’s damage control because of the fake profile. That’s all.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      I took a step outside but turned back. “Do your homework.”

      “I will.”

      “There’s plenty of food in the fridge, so—”

      “Mom, I can feed myself. Just go.”

      With one last look, I forced myself to walk to my SUV.

      Kayla waved from the porch as I slid behind the wheel. She was still there, grinning like a maniac when I drove away.

      The parking lot was packed for a Monday night. I didn’t know if that made this easier or harder. As I walked into the restaurant, I tried to be as unassuming as possible. I didn’t want attention. I didn’t want to bump into anyone I knew and have to explain what I was doing there.

      “Hi.” the hostess said far too enthusiastically for my mood. “Are you meeting someone?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “His name is Dane. He’s probably here already, I’m running a little late.”

      “He is.” The hostess smiled. “You must be Natalie. He told me to keep an eye out for an attractive blonde.”

      My cheeks flushed. “Oh. Wow…that’s…specific.”

      “He’s a regular here. Super sweet guy.” She motioned for me to follow her. “Right this way.”

      One thought ran through my head as I followed the hostess through the crowded restaurant—this was a mistake.

      A waiter came out of nowhere, and I walked straight into the tray he was carrying. I had a split second to hope the tray was full of something dry like bread or napkins before the entire thing tumbled over and landed squarely on the back of a man’s head.
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        Ezra: Guess what.

        Kayla: You were thinking about me?

        Ezra: You’re funny. But no. My dad is on a date.

        Kayla: What?!?!?!

        Ezra: I know! I couldn’t believe it when he told me. It’s a damn miracle!

        Kayla: That’s so crazy! My mom’s out tonight too. Weird considering it’s a Monday.

        Ezra: You know old people. They hate crowds and are always looking for a discount.

        Kayla: True. I might be grounded for life. My mom’s pretty pissed, but I think she’ll get over it.

        Ezra: Why?

        Kayla: I may have set her up on a date without her permission.

        Ezra: Whoa. Ballsy.

        Kayla: I had to do something!

        Ezra: Hey, no judgement. I totally get it.

        Kayla: She just left to meet the guy. Maybe she won’t ground me if she likes him.

        Ezra: *fingers crossed*
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      Hot, thick liquid poured over my head and oozed into my eyes.

      Half-blind, I shot to my feet. “What the hell?”

      “Oh no!” A female shouted from behind me.

      “I’m so sorry, sir.” The waiter clamored at my side, wiping the lava-like liquid from my face. “Please, let me help you.”

      “Give me a minute.” I backed away and stumbled over a chair, but I had no idea if it was mine or one from a nearby table.

      This was my worst nightmare come to life. I wiped the soup from my eyes and scooped something hot and mushy—probably mashed potatoes—from the back of my neck. Whatever had landed on my jacket smelled so strongly of garlic that I doubted I’d ever get the stench out.

      “Sir, can I do anything?” Yet another server handed me a stack of napkins.

      “No, no. It’s fine. I’ll just.” Motioning toward the restrooms, I caught sight of a woman peeking from behind the waiter’s back. She looked horrified, but so damned beautiful.

      Natalie.

      My date.

      Of course, she would arrive after I’d been drenched with a three-course meal. And of course, she’d look like a damn model while I looked like something they’d fished out of the dumpster.

      Natalie’s hands flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

      Confusion temporarily outweighed my humiliation. “For what?”

      “I…I…” She stammered. “I accidentally bumped into the waiter’s tray, and it flew backward and then… You know what happened next.”

      I glanced from her to the mess.

      She waved her hands toward me. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “It’s okay.” I forced a smile. “You look pretty tonight.”

      “So do you—” She bit back a laugh. “I mean, you looked nice before…”

      The servers glanced between us as if unsure what to do. They needed to clean up the spilled food, but neither seemed inclined to interrupt us.

      Natalie glanced at the puddle surrounding my feet and paled. “I should go.”

      “No.” My voice came out more desperate than I’d intended. “Stay. I’ll be right back.”

      After finally convincing her to go out with me, I wasn’t about to let her run away.

      “Are you sure?” She took a step back and glanced toward the door.

      “Please, sit?” I nodded to the empty chair at our table. “I’ll be right back.”

      “It’s around the corner.” The waiter pointed to the hall marked restrooms with a neon sign. “On the other side of the bar.”

      “Thank you.” Turning to Natalie, I lowered my voice. “I’ve waited a long time to get to know you. Don’t go now.”

      She nodded but stayed frozen in place.

      I was torn between comforting her and cleaning up, but the steaming potatoes sliding down my back made up my mind. I shot Natalie what I hoped was a reassuring smile, then darted off to the bathroom.

      As the door swung shut behind me, I groaned. “This isn’t happening.”

      One glance in the mirror told me it was worse than I’d thought. My hair was soaked through with some kind of cheese soup. The fluorescent lights reflected off the oily garlic butter on my jacket. Shrimp scampi.

      How did I know it was scampi?

      Because I had a shrimp wedged in my belt.

      I grabbed a handful of paper towels and began mopping the mashed sweet potatoes off my neck, but it was useless. The freaking orange goo had made it all the way to my lower back. I slid my jacket off, tossed it in the trash, and removed my shirt.

      “This is a nightmare.” I dunked my head under the faucet and let the icy water run over my scalp.

      Big mistake. The cold temperature solidified the cheese.

      “You okay?” A voice asked from behind me.

      “Just peachy.” I pumped soap into my hand and dragged it through what felt like glue in my hair.

      “Need any help?”

      “More paper towels.” I held my hand out behind me.

      The stranger pressed a wad into my palm.

      “Thanks.” After I finished rinsing the soap out, I shut the faucet off and used the towels to soak up some of the water. “This is not how I imagined my night going.”

      The guy stepped up beside me to wash his hands. “Saw the whole thing happen. Your lady friend plowed into the waiter.”

      I glanced at him in the mirror. “It’s our first date. We’re both nervous.”

      “It’ll make one hell of a story to tell your kids one day.” He chuckled. “If you’re brave enough to risk a second date.”

      “If I have my way, there will be many more.”

      He gave me a skeptical look and nodded to my head. “You got most of it out.”

      “Of my hair,” I agreed. “Can’t say the same for my shirt.”

      My jacket had taken most of the damage, but my light blue button up had splotchy soup stains down the front and crusty dried sweet potato on the collar.

      “How bad is the back?” I asked, twisting around to show him.

      He inspected my clothing for a split second. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t let anyone walk behind you.”

      “Great,” I groaned.

      “Get back out there.” He moved as if to clamp a hand on my shoulder but seemed to think the better of it. “Don’t let a little spill ruin your night.”

      “Little?” I chuckled.

      “Nothing worth having is easy.” He shrugged and left me alone in the restroom.

      Oddly enough, I was already starting to feel better. From what I’d seen of Natalie, she looked incredible. That short green dress she was wearing was seared into my brain—right next to the cheese soup.

      “Okay.” I squared my shoulders. “Shake it off. Let’s go.”

      After one last glance in the mirror, I decided there wasn’t anything else I could do. Besides, the longer I stayed away, the greater the chance she’d bolt.

      My hands shook as I slid into the chair across from her. “Hey there.”

      Still wearing the same horrified expression, Natalie blinked.

      “It’s okay.” I laughed. “Really. See? I’m all cleaned up.”

      “I can’t believe I did that.” She fussed with her napkin. “I’ve always been clumsy. My mother used to joke that I didn’t start walking, I started falling.”

      Be it nerves or the ridiculousness of the situation, I laughed, and miracle of miracles, she joined me.

      “It looks like they got the floor cleaned up,” I nodded to the spot behind my chair.

      “Yeah, that poor waiter did it.” Shifting in her seat, she glanced around at the other customers, most of whom were pretending not to stare. “I tried to help, but he wouldn’t let me.”

      I held my hand out. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Please.” She stood so quickly she spilled a glass of water. “Oh, geez. You sure you want to risk life and limb by continuing this disaster?”

      “Whatever else happens tonight, this will be a memorable date.” I took her hand.

      The moment we touched my nerves settled. I didn’t know what it was about this woman. I didn’t even know her, but she drew me in. Even her clumsiness was endearing. If anyone else had knocked a tray of food on me on our first date, I’d have run screaming from the restaurant. But there was something about Natalie that made me want more.

      I led her to the parking lot. “What’s your stance on tacos?”

      “I love them.” Her expression brightened. “I know this great little food truck near the point.”

      “Paco’s Tacos?” I arched a brow.

      “Yes! That’s the place.”

      “It’s near my hotel. I live in the penthouse, if you want to come up—” I realized I sounded like a total creeper and changed course. “Actually, strike that, I have an extra shirt in my truck.”

      “You’d probably feel better after a shower.” She glanced toward a white SUV with Della’s Delights written on the side. “We can do this again another night.”

      “I promised to feed you, and that’s what I intend to do.” I nodded to my truck and fought back a wince as the potato film on my neck cracked. “One car or two?”

      “One.” Natalie glanced at me through her lashes. “But just in case you have an axe hiding under your seat, Amy knows I’m with you.”

      Her humor took me so off-guard that I stared a beat before laughing. I had a sense that this was the real Natalie. All I had to do was keep her nerves at bay, and we’d have a great time.

      “Are you kidding? Even if I was an axe murderer, I wouldn’t allow you near any sharp objects.” I opened her door and waited until she climbed inside.

      “Cute.” She glanced around the cab.

      I hurried to the driver’s side, grabbed my surf bag from the backseat, and stripped out of my button down. “What’s your favorite taco?”

      She tilted her head as if considering how to achieve world peace—or maybe she was considering my chest. Hard to tell. “I love them all, but there’s nothing like an original, ground beef, cheese, a little lettuce and tomato…and sour cream. You?”

      “Anything but sour cream.” I winked and tugged a semi-clean T-shirt over my head. “And taco soup.”

      Natalie peeked up at me, her cheeks red again. When I grinned, she relaxed, and we both laughed. We spent the short drive alternating between silence and soup jokes.

      By the time we’d reached the food truck, I was so taken with her, I didn’t care about the residue of someone’s dinner covering the top half of my body.

      We ordered our tacos and seated ourselves at a picnic table with a killer view of the ocean. Between the sea breeze, the stars, and the sound of crashing waves, I couldn’t have picked a more romantic spot.

      “Are you warm enough?” My jacket was in the trash back at the restaurant, but I had a couple of blankets in the truck. Then again offering her a blanket seemed almost as skeevy as inviting her to my place.

      “I’m good. It’s nice out.” Natalie said, “But I should buy you a new jacket.”

      “No way.” I took a bite of my taco. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “How many suit jackets do you own?” She eyed me while sipping her agua fresca.

      “Um…”

      Natalie flashed me a triumphant grin. “That’s what I thought! It’s your only one, isn’t it?”

      “Hardly.” I scoffed. “I have at least two more.”

      “Really?”

      “If you had asked me six years ago, I’d say no.” I sat straighter and used my professional voice. “But now that I own the hotel, I spend a lot more time dressed up than I used to.”

      “You were a pro surfer before, right?” She bit into her taco. The shell cracked and half the filling fell out, but she managed to keep it all in the red plastic basket.

      “World Champion, five years in a row.” I’d bragged, but most people thought professional surfers were beach bums who earned a little cash on the side. I was desperate to impress her.

      Natalie’s mouth fell open in shock. “Wow. Why’d you stop?”

      “My wife got sick.” I glanced out over the water.

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Coming home to take care of her was a no-brainer.” I downed my horchata. “My son was eleven when she died. I couldn’t leave him here, nor could I drag him with me. So, I quit and opened Casa Rosa and the surf school.”

      “Della’s Delights has catered weddings at your hotel. It’s nice.”

      I nodded but glanced away. She’d hit a sore spot without realizing it. “My investors have been harassing me to do something with the restaurant.”

      Her eyes widened. “You should. I mean, I’d lose potential catering business if the Casa Rosa had its own restaurant, but…”

      “But what?” I leaned in and gave her my full attention.

      “You don’t do many weddings now, do you?”

      “No.” I motioned to her. “I take it you have some idea why?”

      “The location is ideal, and your ballroom is gorgeous…” She hesitated. “It’s a pain in the butt for caterers to work locations without at least a prep kitchen. We have to cook off-site or bring in the equipment.”

      I nodded. “And all of that means higher costs for the brides and grooms.”

      “Exactly.” She gave me a cautious smile. “Still, what you’ve done with the hotel is impressive.”

      “What’s impressive is you.” I sounded cheesy as the soup I’d worn earlier in the evening, but I meant it.

      Natalie scoffed. “Oh please.”

      “No really. You’re a single mom running a massively successful catering company.”

      Natalie cleared her throat. “I can’t take credit for its success. That was all my mom.”

      “Was?”

      “She passed away nine months ago.” Natalie wiped her mouth and tossed her napkin into her empty basket.

      “I’m so sorry.” Without thinking, I took her hand.

      I wouldn’t have been surprised if she brushed me away, but she didn’t. Instead, she squeezed my fingers.

      “Thank you.” She pulled her hand back. “Since I inherited the company, I’ve been busting my butt to keep my head above water and make her proud.”

      “You’re doing a great job. The spread at the Oscars afterparty was good, but that barbecue blew me away.” The memory of the food made my already full stomach growl. “But why do I get the impression running a catering company isn’t your passion?”

      Her eyes widened. “Is it that obvious? Or have you been talking to Amy?”

      “Neither.” I hitched a shoulder. “Your eyes light up when you’re excited. When you mentioned the company, you frowned a little.”

      “Oh.” There was nothing little about her frown then.

      “I apologize if I—"

      “No…it’s just. You noticed that and you don’t know me.”

      “Is it crazy to say that I feel like I do?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. That’s not crazy.”

      Natalie reached over to grab a tortilla chip from the basket in the middle of the table. Her hand caught the side of my drink and tipped it over. Milky white liquid spilled onto the wooden slats.

      “Are you kidding?” She laughed at herself. “And I was doing so well!”

      “Hey, at least this time it didn’t land on me.” I couldn’t help but smile. Even her klutziness was adorable.

      “Thank God for small miracles.” She glanced at the ocean. “Want to go for a walk?”

      “I’d love to.” I gathered our garbage and tossed it in the can beside the food truck.

      We walked side by side along the water’s edge. I loved that we could fall into such a comfortable silence, but I wanted to know more about her. I wanted to know everything.

      “Tell me about your daughter.” I brushed my pinky against hers in hopes she’d take my hand.

      Natalie laced her fingers with mine. “Kayla. She’s fifteen and beautiful. She’s growing up faster than I’d like. She’s amazing, and a great soccer player. What about your son? Ezra, right?”

      “Yeah, but most people call him EZ.”

      “Easy?” She wrinkled her nose.

      “It’s a surfing nickname. Mine used to be Ghost Ryder… ghost because no one saw me coming, and Ryder is my middle name.”

      “Ahhh…now your screen name makes sense.” She bumped her shoulder against my arm. “Tell me about EZ.”

      “He’s seventeen and loves to surf. He’s really good. If he has his way, he’ll go out on the tour circuit soon.” The thought of returning to an empty penthouse each night tightened my chest. “I wish he’d wait.”

      “Why? You don’t want him to follow in your footsteps?”

      “It’s a dangerous sport.” I swallowed hard. “He can handle himself, but some of the waves I’ve surfed could have killed me. The idea of my son out there…”

      “I understand.” Natalie squeezed my hand. “Everything’s different when it’s your kid.”

      “Yeah, and he’s still so young. I left home at seventeen to follow my dream, but I don’t want that life for Ezra. I want him to go to college. And keep surfing, just not professionally.”

      Natalie stared as if trying to figure me out.

      “I’m rambling.” I stopped to pick up a shell and skipped it across the water.

      “You’re not.” She dipped her chin.

      “The single parent thing is hard.”

      Nat chuckled. “That’s an understatement.”

      “How do you do it?” I asked. “Work long hours and raise a kid?”

      “Kayla’s dad is still very much in her life, and mine.” She turned her face up toward the sky.

      An irrational sense of jealousy settled into my chest. I knew Natalie was divorced, but I didn’t want to hear about her ex on our first date—even if I had talked about Melissa. “You two get along?”

      “We do.” Natalie sighed. “In a lot of ways, Chris is still my best friend, and he’s a great father. That’s really all I can ask for.”

      Now that I’d asked the first question, I couldn’t seem to stop. “What happened between you two?”

      “It’s not an interesting story.” She glanced away.

      “I don’t mind boring.”

      “We met in college. Being with him was easy. Comfortable. There was never much of a spark, but I didn’t think that mattered. He made me feel safe. When I was young, that’s all I wanted. But now…”

      The faraway look in Natalie’s eyes told me the rest of the story. I didn’t need to hear anything more to know what she truly wanted out of life.

      “I need more than that.” She spoke in a rush. “I don’t want safe and easy. I loved Chris, but we weren’t in love. We were two friends who tried for too long to be something more.”

      “Was it hard? Finally deciding to leave each other?” I turned to face her.

      “Honestly?”

      I nodded.

      “In some ways…” Natalie shrugged. “It was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. It felt like coming up for air after years underwater. Realizing who I really want to be and what I really want… There aren’t words to describe how freeing that feeling is.”

      Stunned, I stared into her eyes.

      She let out a nervous laugh. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I’m wondering what you want. If running the catering company isn’t your dream…what is?”

      “I’d love to open my own restaurant one day.” She grinned. “And to release my daughter into the wild as a responsible mature adult. She’s the reason for pretty much everything I do.”

      I didn’t miss how she’d told me her dream and changed the subject to her daughter in the same breath. I tended to do the same thing. It seemed having any thoughts or desires that didn’t involve EZ was selfish. “I bet you’re a great mom.”

      Natalie laughed. “Wait until you meet Kayla before you start handing out trophies.”

      “She sounds great.”

      “So does Ezra.” She took my hand again.

      We continued walking along the shore. Neither of us seemed to be in a hurry to end the date. Natalie told me more about her mother and how much she missed her. I talked about all the crazy places I’d traveled before I’d retired. She asked me so many questions about the hotel that we exhausted the subject. Then I exhausted the subject of her catering business. By the time we turned back toward the taco truck, it was getting late.

      I ran through a list of possible ways to extend the evening, but in the end, I decided not to push for more. It was a perfect first date—once we got past the soup incident. Simple, easy, exciting, and fun. No pressure.

      But when we got back to the restaurant, and Natalie batted her long eyelashes, I didn’t want to say goodnight. “This has been really fun.”

      “Yeah, it has.” She sounded surprised.

      I cocked my head. “You were expecting me to be a dud?”

      “Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to expect. It’s been a long time since I’ve gone out on a date.” Her cheeks flushed.

      “For me too.” I wanted to touch her, to tuck her blonde hair behind her ear, or draw her in for a hug. “I’d really like to see you again. If that’s something you want?”

      Her smile was so big I blew out a relieved sigh before she answered.

      Chuckling, I said, “I take it that means, yes?”

      Nat pressed her hands to her face as if trying to manually get her smile under control. “I’d love to. I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun.”

      “Me either.”

      We were both a little awkward as we stood in the parking lot. It seemed as though neither of us wanted to make the first move toward a kiss or to be the first to turn away.

      Staring into her eyes, I was lost. I couldn’t think let alone form words. The sensation reminded me of the moment in surfing, when the wave took over and all I had to do was keep my balance and enjoy the ride.

      God, did I want to kiss her.

      And the way her gaze trailed over my face, told me she wanted me to. All I had to do was take a step forward, pull her into my arms, and do it.

      Before I could let the impulse run wild, she cleared her throat and glanced away.

      The moment passed.

      All tension between us vanished.

      Unsure of how to proceed, I fell back on the basics. “Can I walk you to your car?”

      “Sure.” She smiled, but it lacked the energy it’d had a moment before.

      I opened her door but made sure not to touch her. Some long-forgotten instinct told me she needed time and space to process everything that’d happened that night. Despite our obvious attraction, Natalie wasn’t the kind of woman to kiss on the first date, and I could respect that.

      “Thank you again,” she said.

      “I’ll call you.” I did my best to make the statement sound like a promise.

      “And I’ll answer this time.” She started her car. “Goodnight, Dane.”

      “G’night, Nat.” Inside, I did a happy dance. Outside, I played it cool, but the second she was out of the parking lot, I pumped my fist into the night air. “Yes!”

      Have the rules changed? How soon can I call her? When can I see her again? Is coffee tomorrow morning too soon?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: It’s weird being home alone on a weeknight.

        Ezra: Your mom’s still out?

        Kayla: Yep. It’s after midnight. What if the guy really was a psycho?

        Ezra: Maybe she’s having fun. My dad isn’t home yet either. He’s going to be hating life at work in the morning.

        Kayla: He owns a hotel. Can’t he do what he wants?

        Ezra: Not really. He has 7 am surfing lessons.

        Kayla: He’s a surfer, too?

        Ezra: Five time world champion.

        Kayla: That’s so cool. No pressure on you then, huh?

        Ezra: I know I can beat his old records. I don’t even remember the first time I was on a board. I’ve been surfing all my life.

        Kayla: I’ve only done it a couple times. It’s so fun.

        Ezra: A bunch of us are going after school tomorrow. Wanna go?

        Kayla: Um… Maybe.

        Ezra: If you’re not grounded?

        Kayla: Or an orphan

        Ezra: She’s fine. Stop worrying.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 6

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      I woke up with a smile on my face for the first time in as long as I could remember. I felt like a goofball, but I swore the birds outside were singing sweeter, and the air smelled cleaner, and the sun shined a little brighter than the day before.

      I showered and got dressed, but all I could think about was calling Dane. Would I come off as needy if I booked myself into his morning surfing lessons?

      Ugh. Bathing suits. Nope. Too soon for that.

      I checked the time. It was too early to call Amy and ask for advice. Our third musketeer, Merilee, was probably up, but it’d take too long to fill her in on the situation.

      Crap. Why isn’t there a recipe for dating? Add one cup of butterflies in the stomach, two tablespoons of laughter, and one almost kiss. Bake for twenty-four hours and give the man a call.

      In desperate need of caffeine, I trudged into the kitchen.

      Coffee is nice, safe, and generally involves wearing real clothes. I’ll invite him to coffee.

      “How was it?” Grinning from ear to ear, Kayla waltzed into the room.

      “It was fun.” I tried, and failed, to hold back my smile.

      Her eyes widened. “Uh uh, not good enough. I need details.”

      “You do remember that you’re in deep trouble, right?” I narrowed my eyes, half in jest.

      “I know.” Her face fell. “I’m sorry for what I did. Really.”

      My heart stuttered. I’d gotten so caught up in Dane that I’d forgotten to tell him about the fake profile. I needed to set the record straight as soon as possible, but I had no idea how he’d react. Would he understand, or would he be upset I hadn’t told him right away?

      “You were out really late. Did you go somewhere after dinner?” Kayla’s voice rose. She’d evidently taken my silence as a sign I wasn’t going to talk about the date.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. While I’d be careful not to gush to my teen daughter, I didn’t want to talk about anything else. “We went for a walk on the beach. It was great.”

      She giggled. “You like him?”

      “I do.”

      “Are you going to see him again?”

      I hesitated for a split second. “Yes.”

      Kayla let out an ear-splitting squeal.

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop smiling. “He’s really amazing. He’s a single parent, so we have that in common. He owns a hotel, and he used to be a professional surfer. Can you believe that? Me dating an athlete?”

      I chuckled at the irony. Kayla had made jokes about my being a klutz all her life, so I expected her to laugh. When she didn’t, I waved my hand in front of her face. “Hello? Get it? Because I can’t walk in a straight line without tripping over my own feet?”

      Kayla’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Yeah. That’s hilarious.”

      “I was really mad at you for setting up that profile,” I said. “But honestly, I had a great time. I really did.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “I’m excited to see him again.” I danced to the coffee pot.

      She chewed her lower lip. “What’s his last name?”

      “McCormick.” Butterflies exploded in my stomach. If I didn’t get a grip on myself, I’d be doodling Natalie McCormick inside a giant heart in my notebook. “I might need your help deleting my dating profile.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Her frustrated tone surprised me.

      I turned to find her standing with her arms folded. “Absolutely sure. Why?”

      “I’m glad you had fun. I just think it’s silly to fall for the first guy you meet. I mean, this was your first date since Dad.” Waving her hands, she seemed to get more upset with each word. “You can’t get hooked right away. You need to play the field for a while. See what else is out there.”

      “Why would I do that? I like Dane.” I couldn’t understand her. This whole thing had been her idea.

      Kayla walked to me, grabbed my hand, and squeezed it a little too hard. “I did this to show you how many guys want you. You can’t stop looking after one date. That’s just crazy.”

      “Look.” I eased away. “I’m not running out and getting married or anything. It’s a second date.”

      “But why even bother?” Kayla insisted. “Check out some of the other guys on the app. Go on a few more dates. Explore your options.”

      “I don’t want to explore my options.”

      “That’s just stupid!” She stomped her foot like a toddler.

      The anger I had felt the night before came flooding back—along with a truckload of confusion. She’d pushed me to go out with him, and now she had a problem with it? Was I too excited? Had I overshared and scared her?

      I had no idea what to say, so I resorted to mom-ese. “You’re going to be late for school.”

      “But I—”

      “You need to understand something,” I said. “I’m an adult, capable of making my own decisions. As much as I love you, this is my life.”

      Kayla ducked her head. I didn’t want to berate her, but she needed to understand.

      “I love you for wanting to help me,” I said, softer this time. “But you need to stay out of my love life from now on.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled her in for a hug. It wasn’t like us to fight. I hated feeling so at odds with her.

      “I know I crossed a line.” She pulled away.

      “Yes, you did.”

      “It won’t happen again.” Kayla sighed, glanced at the clock, and sighed again. “I’m really glad you had fun.”

      “So am I. Now get to school.”

      She shoved three water bottles and a dozen cookies into a collapsible cooler. “I’m going to be late getting home today.”

      “You’re grounded, remember?” I nodded to the snacks. “And don’t tell me you’re studying. That’s too much food for one person.”

      She froze for a second before rolling her eyes. “I have study group.”

      “Okay, but come straight home after.” I filled my mug and added a splash of cream.

      “I will. Don’t worry.” After one last hug, she headed out and left me thinking about Dane.

      He deserved to know the truth about my dating profile. I believed Kayla wouldn’t interfere in my love life again, but I still thought he should know the real story about how we met. It wasn’t fair to let things move forward without telling him.

      I pulled my phone out of my purse and typed out a quick text.

      
        
        Natalie: Hey you, are you free for coffee this morning? Around ten?

      

      

      His answer came back so fast that I couldn’t help but laugh.

      
        
        Dane: Name the place, I’m there.

        Natalie: The Brewhaha, it’s next door to Amy’s yoga studio.

        Dane: Love their tea.

        Natalie: I’m more of a coffee girl. See you there.

      

      

      I went through my morning routine like a love-sick zombie—if love-sick zombies had the energy of chihuahuas. Somehow, I’d managed to get dressed, answer work emails, and put in an order for my next event before time for my second date.

      Dane greeted me at the coffee shop door. His smile was as open and warm as it had been the night before.

      “Good morning.” I spoke too fast, too breathy, too flustered.

      “Morning, beautiful.” His voice was deep, a little huskier than I remembered.

      Yum.

      “What can I get you?”

      I held up my wallet. “Nope. You paid for dinner. This time it’s my treat.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Dane said.

      “Don’t get too excited. There’s still a good chance I’ll spill it on you.”

      Chuckling, he held his hands up and took a step back.

      We ordered our drinks, then found a table on the patio. It was a beautiful day. The sun was bright, but not hot. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. It was as if the weather knew how badly I needed this conversation to go well and was helping me out.

      “I was surprised you texted so soon.” Dane took a small sip of his herbal tea. “I wasn’t sure if the three-day rule was still a thing.”

      “I’m pretty sure that was only a thing on 90s sitcoms.” I squared my shoulders. “But there is something I need to tell you.”

      Dane frowned. “Okay. That sounds ominous.”

      I cleared my throat and gripped my latte firmly between my hands. “Those messages on the dating app? That wasn’t me.”

      Dane’s forehead creased and his frown deepened. “I’m confused.”

      “It was my daughter. She created the Second Time Soulmates profile and pretended to be me. She’s the one you were talking to, and she’s the one who agreed to meet you for dinner.”

      When my words registered, his eyebrows lifted, and his lips parted. He seemed shocked and still a little confused.

      “She thought she was helping,” I said. “This past year, she’s wanted me to start dating. I always avoided the topic, so she decided to take matters into her own hands.”

      “Wow.” He shook his head slowly.

      “I know. It’s crazy.”

      Dane chuckled. “Actually, it sounds like something my son would do. EZ’s been hounding me to start dating again too.”

      I blew out a breath and sank back into my chair. “So, you understand?”

      “What’s to understand?” He shrugged. “It’s not your fault your daughter went rogue.”

      “I worried you might—”

      “What? Run for the hills? Be offended that without the intervention, you would have happily ghosted me for the rest of eternity?”

      “Yeah. Basically.” I ducked my head. “And I didn’t ghost you… I would have called you back—eventually. Maybe?”

      “Uh huh.” Dane placed his forearms on the table between us and leaned forward. “Look, Natalie. We both know teenagers are crazy. What kind of guy would I be if I freaked out because your daughter acted like a kid?”

      “You’re amazing,” I said before I could stop myself.

      Dane scoffed and sat back in his chair. “I wouldn’t go that far, but if you insist…”

      “And you’re so agreeable.” I smiled. “But really, I’m sorry for the dishonesty.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not your fault. I’m curious about something though.”

      “What’s that?”

      Dane reached in his pocket to pull out his phone. He fiddled with it for a second, then turned the screen around for me to see.

      “There’s that picture again.” I groaned at my fake dating profile.

      “How old is it?” He turned the screen to face him, held it at eye level, and compared my face to the pic.

      “Ugh. Don’t ask.” I put my head in my hands.

      He laughed. “Tell me.”

      I forced myself to look at him. “I think it was like six or seven years ago.”

      “Really? Huh.” Dane put his bright orange cell on the table.

      “I know, it’s practically false advertisement.” I folded my arms. “And part of the reason Kayla is grounded for the rest of her life.”

      He chuckled. “Are you kidding? It’s not false advertisement. I was surprised when you walked in last night. Well, I was surprised twice. Once when I saw you and once when the waiter dumped the tray of food on my head.”

      “I’m never going to live that down.” I covered my face.

      “Nope.” He pointed to the phone. “Seriously, I thought you’d cut your hair since the last time I’d seen you.”

      “What?”

      Dane nodded. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

      “When was the last time you had your eyes checked? Myopia is common after forty.”

      Soon, we were both laughing at the ridiculous turn this had all taken.

      “I almost didn’t go through with the date,” I admitted.

      “Why did you?” Dane asked.

      “When Kayla told me about it, I messaged you saying I had to cancel.”

      “You did?”

      I nodded and gestured toward his cell. Dane looked down and pressed something on the screen. His eyes darted quickly back and forth as he read my message.

      “Oh,” he said. “I’m really glad I never saw that.”

      “Me too.” I propped my chin in my hand and stared. “I even called Amy to ask for your number, but she talked me out of bailing.”

      He met my gaze. “She changed your mind?”

      I grinned. “Not entirely… I thought about how pathetic you would look all alone at the restaurant, and I guess I took pity on you.”

      Dane tossed his head back with a laugh. “Ah yes, pity. The start to every great romance.”

      “Is that what this is?” I arched a brow.

      “I hope so.”

      Those three simple words held so much promise, I had a hard time catching my breath.

      Dane’s teasing tone gave way to something real, something deeper. I felt the butterflies again only this time, they were accompanied by something else. Something I hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

      Hope.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: How was your mom’s date?

        Kayla: She had fun.

        Ezra: Awesome! You think she’s gonna go out again?

        Kayla: Idk. I don’t wanna talk about it.

        Ezra: Okay. Sorry.

        Kayla: How was your dad’s date?

        Ezra: Apparently it was great. He hasn’t stopped talking about it all day. It’s a little sickening. Like shut up already lol

        Kayla: What’s he saying?

        Ezra: Oh you know. She’s amazing. He’s totally into her. He can’t wait to see her again. He can’t stop thinking about her. Blah blah blah. He said she’s so clumsy that she dumped a tray of food on him.

        Kayla: Sounds awful.

        Ezra: That’s what I said! But nah, Dad thinks she’s adorable. It’s nice to see him so happy but GAG

        Kayla: Still wanna go to the beach after school?

        Ezra: Aren’t you grounded?

        Kayla: If I’m home by 6, she won’t know.

        Ezra: You sure?

        Kayla: Unless you don’t want to see me in a bikini?

        Ezra: I’m in!

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 7

          

          

      

    

    






DANE

        

      

    

    
      “How much trouble is Kayla in?” I understood where Natalie was coming from, but I owed the kid a solid.

      She tapped her lips. “Let’s see… Forever? Yep. That sounds about right.”

      “Aren’t you a little grateful?” I nudged her shoulder. “If Kayla hadn’t created that profile, last night never would have happened, and we wouldn’t be here now.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’s off the hook,” Natalie said. “Would you let Ezra get away with something like that?”

      “Hell no,” I said, making us both laugh. “Okay. I have one more question.”

      She sat straighter. “I’m ready. Hit me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the profile last night?”

      Her face fell along with her shoulders. “That was my plan, but then the soup happened, and we started talking, and before I knew it, I’d forgotten all about it.”

      “Sooo…what you’re saying is, my company was so distracting, you forgot that you didn’t actually agree to the date?” I wiggled my brows for effect.

      She tossed a napkin at me. “World Champion surfer, and humble. Dane Ghost Ryder McCormick, you are quite the catch. How are you still single?”

      “I’ve been waiting for the right woman.”

      Her cheeks flushed and she glanced away.

      Toning it down a bit, I said, “I’m sure she learned her lesson.”

      Natalie nodded. “We had a long talk about it this morning. She promised to stay out of my love life from now on…after she insisted I play the field.”

      My stomach tightened at the thought of her dating other people. “Playing the field is overrated.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      And just like that, the tension disappeared. Natalie’s blue eyes sparkled with mischief. She was the most expressive person I had ever met. There was no hiding her feelings. Everything was spelled out plainly on her face.

      “Your eyes are incredible,” I said, my voice low.

      Natalie blushed again. “Thank you.”

      “Sorry.” I cleared my throat. “That was too much too fast. I don’t know. I have a hard time controlling my mouth around you.”

      “I can understand that,” Natalie said. “I basically told you my entire life story last night. Not exactly first date stuff.”

      “Hey, I overshared too.”

      “Fair.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing,” I said.

      Natalie cocked her head. “You think?”

      “Well, yeah. Skipping over the awkward small talk is always better. No one wants to spend two hours talking about the weather.”

      “Or sports.”

      “Hey now.” I made a time out sign with my hands. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      Natalie’s laughter filled the morning air. We were alone on the patio, and I hoped it’d stay that way. Even though we were in public, it felt intimate. Like we were the only two people in the world. Then again, I suspected I’d feel the same if we were in the middle of a crowd.

      “Tell me about your friends,” Natalie said, leaning forward and resting her chin on her hand.

      “My friends?” I sipped my coffee.

      “I think that’s the only thing we didn’t talk about last night.”

      “You know Hudson. I’d say he’s my brother from another mother.” Realizing, I had some explaining to do of my own, I shook my head. “The rest of the Single Dads Gone Wild crew are pretty great. Pains in my ass half the time, but great. They’re the ones who convinced me to join the dating app.”

      She cracked up. “Single Dads Gone Wild! I remember the first time I saw you. You were fist pumping and saying something…” She furrowed her brow. “What was it? Dad Attitude?”

      “Daditude.” My cheeks burned almost as hot as the tea.

      “Right.” Still giggling, she said, “Amy called you guys the He-Man Woman Haters club for days after that.”

      “And look at her now…engaged to the ringleader.”

      Nat smiled. “She keeps bugging me to go on some of the outings.”

      I loved that idea. A lot. “You should. We’re doing a beach camp out in a couple of weeks. I can teach you how to surf.”

      “I might have to do that.” She sighed. “But Kayla hates the ocean.”

      “What?” I’d heard such humans existed, but I’d never encountered one in the wild. “How is that possible? We live in a beach town.”

      “I have no idea, but I suspect it has something to do with her watching shark movies when she was little.”

      “I promise not to hold that against her.” I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, that if things progressed with Natalie, I’d need to make a good impression on her daughter. But how in the hell would I do that if the girl didn’t like the ocean?

      “How did your friends convince you to join the app?” Natalie asked.

      “Maybe convinced is the wrong word.” I paused, wondering how honest I should be. I didn’t want to freak her out, but she didn’t strike me as the kind of woman to scare easily. “They reminded me that I’ve been wanting to meet someone for a while now. Since Melissa died, my life has been about Ezra and work. That’s it. But lately…”

      “You’ve been lonely?” Natalie guessed.

      “Yes.”

      “I get it.”

      I knew she did. “Do you think it gets easier?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Parenting?”

      Natalie laughed. “Yeah. I think it gets easier just in time to send them off to college and unleash a whole new wave of worry.”

      “Great. Can’t wait.”

      “Can I ask you something?” She fidgeted with her coffee stirrer.

      “Sure.”

      “The woman you were with at the party—”

      “Alison. She’s the manager of my surf shop, and there’s absolutely nothing going on between us.”

      “Good…I mean…I hated to ask, but you two seemed so close at the engagement party.” Nat avoided my gaze.

      “Let’s make a deal. From here out, we say whatever’s on our minds. No asking permission, no holding back.”

      “Deal.” Her smile returned and my world brightened.

      We spent another hour laughing and talking. We joked about our kids, my friends, and everything under the sun. Not a single minute passed where we weren’t cracking each other up.

      Spending time with her was easy. Comfortable, but not in a boring way. I could be myself around her, but she kept me on my toes. Whenever the sun caught her blonde hair just right, I longed to reach over and tuck it behind her ear. And when her blue eyes glistened beneath those long eyelashes, it was all I could do not to reach for her hand. Best of all were her lips. I couldn’t stop thinking about how close we had come to a kiss the night before.

      “Can I ask you something?” I leaned across the table to put my face directly in her line of vision.

      “Mmm hmm, but I thought we weren’t going to ask permission?” It might have been my imagination, but I could have sworn she inched closer.

      “You’re right. Here goes. Did you want me to kiss you last night?” I expected her to drop my gaze, but she didn’t. She didn’t even blink.

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you stop me?”

      “I didn’t exactly stop you,” she whispered.

      “You knew what I was about to do.”

      “I don’t know why.” Natalie sighed. “But I’m glad we waited until after I told you the truth about Kayla. It would have felt…dishonest to kiss you without you knowing.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded.” I eased back.

      “I really thought you would be mad.”

      “Why get mad? Whatever Kayla did is between the two of you. Besides, like I said before, if she hadn’t, then we wouldn’t be here.”

      “Maybe she does deserve a thank you.” Natalie laughed.

      “Maybe.”

      “But I think I’ll let her stew a while longer.” She flashed me an evil grin. “Really feel the full effect of being grounded first.”

      “Remind me never to piss you off.”

      We’d moved away from the topic of kissing so quickly that I worried the moment had passed me by. Again. I felt like a teenager, wondering when I’d get the chance to kiss the pretty girl.

      Natalie glanced at her watch and her eyes popped open. “Shit. I’m late for a meeting.”

      She jumped out of her chair so fast that her foot caught the leg, making her tumble sideways and almost fall into the patio railing. I leaped to my feet and grabbed her around the waist, steadying her with my body.

      “There she goes again,” I joked.

      “Yeah, yeah. Make fun of the klutz.” She was breathing fast, but I wasn’t sure if it was from the almost-fall, or our proximity.

      I could feel every inch of her body, her breasts against my chest, my arms around her waist, my fingers against the small of her back. I didn’t want to let go.

      When she looked up at me, her lips parted.

      “I think I may have to hold onto you,” I whispered.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice low. “So you don’t break a bone or anything.”

      “Is that the only reason?” Natalie’s cheeks flushed and her gaze drifted to my lips.

      I couldn’t wait another second.

      “Can I?” I leaned closer.

      “Please.” Her eyes drifted closed.

      When our lips met, a shiver ran down my spine. It didn’t feel like a first kiss. It felt like catching the perfect wave. Like sunshine on my face. Like warm blankets on a cold California night.

      Natalie wrapped her arms around my neck and stood on her toes to kiss me back. She skimmed her fingertips through my hair, but it was enough to make me want so damned much more. Her kiss was short. Sweet and gentle but alluring in a way that had my imagination running wild.

      When she pulled away, I kept my eyes closed. I wanted to memorize the feel of her lips on mine.

      “Wow,” she whispered.

      “That’s an understatement.”

      Laughing, she unwound my arms from her waist. “I really am late for work.”

      And just like that the spell was broken. “Oh. Right.”

      “Walk me to my car?” She tilted her head and gave me a shy smile.

      “I’d love to.”

      On the way, Natalie wound her fingers through mine, and I felt like I could walk on water.

      I opened her car door. “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “Thank you for the kiss.” She rested her hands on my chest.

      I pressed my brow to hers. “Anytime.”

      “How about right now?” Natalie brushed her lips across mine.

      It wasn’t nearly long enough for my taste, but she was in a rush. I forced myself to let go of her and took a step back. “I’ll call you later.”

      “You better.”

      I watched her drive away, too shocked to move. When Natalie had texted me that morning, I was surprised by how quickly she had reached out. I was nervous she’d wanted to meet to tell me she wasn’t interested or that she wasn’t over her ex.

      This—what just happened—wasn’t at all what I’d expected.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      “Hey Hudson,” I said, putting it to my ear.

      “You sound happy.” He chuckled. “You get laid last night?”

      “None of your business.” I turned toward my truck and stopped in my tracks.

      Hudson stood outside Amy’s yoga studio, wearing a shit-eating grin. “I take it the date went well?”

      I shoved the phone in my pocket and strode toward him. “Amazing.”

      “Really?” He nodded in the direction Natalie had gone. “I couldn’t tell.”

      “Funny, bro. Real funny.” I gave him a half-hug. “Were you spying on me?”

      “Hey, I can’t help it the two of you were sucking face like a couple of guppies in front of my fiancé’s studio.”

      As a general rule, I did not blush. But it was an unusual morning.

      Hudson eyed me. “I have to say…I’m surprised. You weren’t exactly excited about the whole dating app thing.”

      “That was before I came across Natalie’s profile.”

      “Is that right?” He glanced back at the building.

      I caught movement behind the tinted glass and waved to who I assumed was Amy. “But none of this is news to you, is it?”

      “Nat called Amy last night. She seems pretty happy, too.” Hudson chuckled. “See what happens when you take a chance?”

      “Yeah.” Out of nowhere, my mood shifted. Guilt wormed its way through my chest, making my stomach twist.

      “What’s wrong?” Hudson furrowed his brow.

      “I don’t know, man. I started thinking about Melissa…” For the first time, saying her name felt like a betrayal.

      “I can tell you, she’d be happy for you, but you won’t believe me.” He drew a deep breath. “It takes time and a lot of talking to ghosts before the guilt goes away.”

      “Does it go away?”

      “Not really.” He shook his head. “It was hard when Amy and I first started seeing each other, but it gets easier with time.”

      “I don’t know. This thing with Nat…suddenly feels…”

      “Hey, don’t talk yourself out of something good.” He clamped a hand on my shoulder. “Take your time. Be honest with her and yourself, but most of all live your life the way Melissa would have wanted you to.”

      Part of me wanted to tease him about how much he’d changed since falling in love with a yogini, but that was me trying to avoid a difficult subject. Instead, I decided to take his advice, and get real. “I really dig Nat. I think we could have something special.”

      “That’s great, but…” Hudson met my gaze. “You don’t have to rush into anything. Take it slow and see what happens.”

      He was right. There was no reason I needed to jump headfirst into a relationship, even though everything inside of me was screaming to do just that.

      “I really like her,” I admitted. “But I spent fifteen years married to a woman I loved more than anything. When Melissa died…” I trailed off, unable to put into words how it had felt to lose my wife.

      “I know.” He cleared his throat.

      “She was the love of my life.” My voice cracked. “I don’t want to cheapen that.”

      “And you think dating Natalie will do that?”

      Did I? Deep down, I knew nothing could ever erase Melissa’s memory, but the guilt still threatened to overwhelm me.

      I glanced back to him. “I’m not sure, but this is too heavy a conversation to have in a parking lot.”

      “True enough.” He smiled, but his brow remained wrinkled.

      Hudson’s concern, and the fact that he got it, meant more to me than I could say. We’d seen each other through the darkest times of our lives. It seemed odd that those days were potentially behind us.

      “Thanks.” I gave him another quick hug. “Love you, bro.”

      “Shhh. Don’t let Amy hear you. She has a jealous streak.” He laughed. “She might be small, but she can kick both our asses.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” I made a show of checking the time on my cell. “Gotta jet, but we’ll talk soon.”

      “Anytime.” The hard set of his jaw told me he meant it.

      My emotions had me so distracted, I didn’t remember the drive to the hotel. Glancing in the rearview, I checked to make sure I didn’t look upset before going inside. The last thing I needed was for my employees to see that I’d been crying.

      I went to the surf shop to check in with Ali, but she was out giving lessons. I walked into the office and did a double take. She’d not only organized it, but she’d done something to get rid of the mildew smell.

      I picked up a file folder with my name written on it and skimmed over the documents inside. Ali had organized the receipts into one batch and the bills into another. So far, hiring her was one of my better decisions.

      I scribbled out a quick thank you note and headed upstairs.

      “Hey Dad,” Ezra called when he heard the front door close.

      “Why aren’t you at school?”

      “It’s like two-thirty. I just got home.” He grinned. “Where were you?”

      “Met Natalie for coffee.”

      “Wow. Two dates in two days.” Ezra whistled. “Moving kind of fast there, aren’t you?”

      “Nah, it’s nothing,” I said, trying to brush him off. The folder slipped from beneath my arm. Ali’s paperclipped piles fell to the floor.

      Great. I’ve caught Natalie’s klutziness.

      The thought made me smile despite my confusion.

      “You really like this woman, huh?” He bent to help me pick up the mess.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. And I think it’s great.”

      “You do?”

      “Hell yeah. It’s been a long time since I saw you excited about something.” Ezra looked so happy that my guilt finally began to let up. Maybe he was right. Maybe this was a good thing.

      “Do you think Mom would agree?”

      “Do you even need to ask that?” He scoffed. “All Mom ever wanted was for you to be happy. She loved you.”

      “And I loved her.” Tears burned behind my eyes.

      “Don’t worry about Mom.” Ezra grabbed my upper arms and met my gaze. “Just find your bliss and live your life.”

      “Thanks, kid.” I glanced at his hands wondering when he’d grown tall enough to look me directly in the eye.

      He patted my cheek, and smirked. “Tell me about Natalie.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Did you kiss her?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Come on!”

      “Nope. Not happening.”

      Ezra’s laughter put me more at ease. The guilt of moving on wouldn’t disappear immediately, but he was right. Hudson, too. Being with Natalie didn’t mean erasing Melissa’s memory—it meant allowing myself to live again. To be happy.

      Natalie had told me ending her marriage had felt like coming up for air. That’s exactly how it felt to be with her. Like I could finally breathe again. Like I was no longer drowning in grief.

      “What does she do? Does she have kids? Do I need to worry about future stepbrothers or sisters?” He wrinkled his nose.

      “She owns the catering company that worked Hud and Amy’s party.” I hesitated to mention Kayla. San Sera had one high school. Unless she attended a private school, EZ probably knew her.

      His eyes widened before he shook his head. “Awesome. I need to get downstairs. Some friends are coming over to surf.”

      That was not the reaction I was expecting. “EZ? Everything okay?”

      “Yep. I uh…” He ran his hand over the back of his neck. “Are you sure about this one? I saw her in person at the party. She seemed a little…bossy.”

      “Because she was the boss. She’s nothing like that when she’s not working.”

      “Cool. That’s great, but I gotta jet. The waves wait for no man!” He grabbed his surf bag and hurried out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: You aren’t going to believe this.

        Kayla: What?

        Ezra: Our parents are dating!

        Kayla: I know…

        Ezra: How did this happen? I thought you said you set her up with someone!

        Kayla: I did! Kind of! I used a dating app. I had no idea the guy was your dad!

        Ezra: Oh my God…this is so funny. They’ve been on two dates in two days.

        Kayla: It’s not funny!

        Ezra: Awkward?

        Kayla: Yes, awkward! We can’t end up stepbrother and sister!

        Ezra: We could, but it’d be weird.

        Kayla: There’s another problem. My dad wants to get back together with my mom.

        Ezra: What??? When did this happen?

        Kayla: I told him about my mom’s date.

        Ezra: Does she want to get back together with him?

        Kayla: She always says he’s her best friend…so yeah.

        Ezra: Wow. This totally sucks. My dad really likes her.

        Kayla: I’m sorry, but wouldn’t you give anything for your parents to be together?

        Ezra: …

        Kayla: I’m sorry. That was an awful thing to say.

        Ezra: I’d give up surfing to have my mom back. I get it.

        Kayla: My dad’s going to make a move soon. But how do we stop our parents from dating now?

        Ezra: Break them up somehow?

        Kayla: How?!

        Ezra: I have no idea. My dad’s going to be bummed.

        Kayla: Ugh. I hate this. But maybe now that he’s started dating, he’ll be excited to play the field.

        Ezra: Yeah… Maybe…

        Kayla: We’ll figure this out.

        Ezra: Where are you guys? I’m ready to surf.

        Kayla: Almost there.

        Ezra: Meet me by the shop. I pulled a wetsuit for you.

        Kayla: No bikini?

        Ezra: Bikinis are awesome, but they fall off when you wipe out.

        Kayla: I might not go in the water. I have a headache.

        Ezra: Never figured you for a sand potato.

        Kayla: LOL I’ll do it.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 8

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Excited from my morning with Dane and landing a new catering contract for a five-hundred-person event, I floated through the front door on a cloud of joy. However, the moment I kicked my shoes off, I knew my day was about to take a turn for the dramatic.

      Sand crunched beneath bare feet. It looked as if someone had brought half the beach inside—and that someone was grounded.

      “Kayla.” I side-stepped as much of the sand as possible on my way to the kitchen. “Kayla Nicole!”

      “What?” She yelled from her bedroom.

      “Come here. Now.” Determined to not let her situation ruin my plans, I went to the pantry to gather the ingredients for whoopie pies. Dane had said they were his favorite. Okay, he’d made a sexy joke about the chocolate cream filled cookies, but still. What better way to show him I was thinking about him than to whip up a batch for him and Ezra?

      “You summoned me?” Kayla stood in the doorway with her arms folded—her scraped up arms.

      One glance at the angry red abrasions on her skin, and I forgot about the sand. “What happened?”

      She clasped her hands behind her back and winced as if in pain. “I tripped while walking home from the library.”

      “Library?” It was my turn to fold my arms. “Want to try again?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She stared as if daring me to argue.

      “Last chance.” I had zero doubt she’d lied to my face. Besides the sunburn on her nose, she smelled like ocean water and coconut.

      “Fine.” She huffed and let her head fall back. “I went to the beach after school.”

      I nodded to her arms, and now that I’d gotten a better look at her, her skinned knees. “What happened?”

      “I made a complete fool of myself trying to surf.” She held up a hand to stop me from speaking. “Before you say it, I know. I’m even more grounded.”

      “You went in the water?” As absurd as it was, my first thought was she’d gone surfing because she wanted to have something in common with Dane. My second, more rational, thought was this had something to do with the boy she’d been crushing on.

      “Yeah, that’s where people surf.”

      I had no idea how to respond. While she had no trouble speaking her mind, she’d never acted so hostile toward me. “Who did you go with?”

      “Why are you making a big deal about this?” She shook her head.

      “It’s a big deal because you told me you were going to study group.” I softened my voice in hopes she’d do the same. “What if you would have been seriously hurt? I wouldn’t have known where you were.”

      Kayla sighed. “I went with Zarah, Tyler, and Brody, and some other kids.”

      Zarah was Hudson’s daughter, and the boys were my friend Merilee’s twins. Kayla had become close with them, especially since Amy had announced her engagement to Zarah’s dad. It was the some other kids that I was curious about.

      “Do these people have names?” I gave her my best mom-glare.

      “None that you would recognize.” She motioned over her shoulder. “Can I go now?”

      What in the world has gotten into her?

      I’d considered myself lucky when it came to Kayla. Even when she’d first hit puberty, she’d always been reasonably respectful. She went where she said she was going, came home on time, and rarely talked back.

      Evidently, things had changed.

      “No. Not until you tell me what possessed you to lie to me. Twice.” I nodded to the kitchen table. “Sit.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I thought you wouldn’t notice.” She plopped down and stared at the wall.

      I set the flour on the counter and joined her. “I know I’ve been working a lot lately, but—”

      “And dating.” She raised her chin.

      “I’ve been dating less than twenty-four hours.” I reached for her hand but thought the better of it. From the looks of it, she’d wiped out hard. “What’s really going on?”

      “I still can’t believe you deleted your Second Time Soul Mates account.”

      “You mean the account you made?”

      “I—” She groaned.

      “Did you really think I’d keep it?”

      Kayla nodded. “Yes, I did. After you had so much fun on your date with Dane, I thought you would see how many great options there are. But no. You settled for the first guy you met!”

      “I haven’t settled.” A headache loomed behind my eyes. I didn’t want to have this conversation. Not again. I needed to shift the topic back to the matter at hand. “You disagreeing with my personal life doesn’t give you the right to disobey me, and then lie about it.”

      Her lower lip quivered and tears filled her eyes. “I want you and Dad to get back together. He broke up with his girlfriend.”

      I jerked back so hard I struggled to keep the chair from tipping over.

      How did we go from wanting me to play the field to…this?

      “Wow. Mom. Is Dad that disgusting?” She huffed.

      “No. Not at all…” I chose my words carefully. “It’s normal for kids to want their parents to be together, but I didn’t realize—”

      “You say all the time how he’s your best friend, and how you two still love each other.” Her glare broke my heart.

      I didn’t know what to say. She’d never admitted she wanted me and Chris to reconcile, not even during the divorce process.

      “Why can’t you at least try?” Her voice cracked. “For me.”

      I leaned in and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Your dad and I’ll always be friends, but our marriage is over.”

      She jerked away. “But why?”

      I couldn’t tell her there was absolutely no chemistry between us, or that we’d stopped having sex a year before we’d called it quits, or that we were both so miserable we’d grown to resent each other. “Because we work better as friends than a married couple.”

      She threw up her hands. “That makes no sense. Just try. Go out with him to dinner or something and see. Maybe you’re wrong.”

      I hated to disappoint her, but I couldn’t do it. Not even for her. “I’m not wrong.”

      “Whatever.” She hung her head. “Can I go now? I need a shower.”

      Mom-guilt threatened to pull me under. I didn’t want to upset her more, but I needed to handle her sneaking off and lying. Then again, we both could use a few minutes to cool off. “Sure, but we’re going to finish talking when you’re done.”

      She left the room without a word.

      “Put antiseptic on your scrapes,” I called after her.

      “Whatever!”

      As soon as I heard the water running, I put my head in my hands and mentally replayed the entire conversation. Nothing she’d said or done in the previous forty-eight hours made sense. She’d encouraged me to date. When I didn’t move fast enough for her, she’d taken matters into her own hands.

      Now she wants me to get back together with Chris? Did my gushing about Dane scare her?

      When I couldn’t come up with an answer, I picked up the phone and called Amy. If anyone could help me sort this out, it was her.

      “Hi. Didn’t we hang up a half hour ago?” Amy laughed. “Do you have more Dane news?”

      “We did, but I have a problem.” I spent the next few minutes giving her every gory detail of what had happened with Kayla.

      “That doesn’t sound like her at all.” Amy went quiet. “How are things at school? Is there anything else going on?”

      “I’m more convinced than ever she has a crush.” I pulled down a mixing bowl and got to work on the cookies. I did my best thinking while baking.

      “I hate to ask…” Amy sighed. “But could she have brought up Chris to get out of being in trouble?”

      “Maybe, but she started in on me playing the field last night.” Measuring the flour, I thought back to how Kayla had flipped out when I came home from my date—and came up blank.

      “Maybe seeing you so happy about someone other than Chris spooked her.”

      I cringed, fearing she was right. “As much as it kills me to say this, I can’t continue to see Dane if it makes her miserable.”

      “Don’t do anything drastic until you get to the bottom of what’s going on with Kayla.”

      “I won’t.” I’d only been out with the guy twice, but the thought of ending things before they really got started made my stomach hurt.

      “Want me to ask Zarah if Kayla’s seeing someone?”

      “No.” I hated the idea of going through a third party to get information on my daughter. “She’ll tell me when she’s ready.”

      “Okay. In the meantime, take a deep breath. She may come to accept the fact that you and Chris aren’t going to get back together on her own.”

      “If that’s even the real problem.” I realized I’d added four times the amount of baking soda the recipe called for and bit back a few curses. At this rate, it’d be a miracle if the cookies were edible.

      “Right.” Amy’s tone reminded me of my mom when she’d helped me mend my first broken heart. “This has to be hard for you but remember…you have to put the oxygen mask on yourself before your child.”

      I laughed despite my gloomy mood. “Are you saying my life is a plane crash?”

      “No.” She chuckled. “I’m saying you have to meet your own needs before you can meet hers. Despite what she thinks, she won’t be happy if you’re miserable.”

      “And I won’t be happy if she’s miserable.” I groaned. “This would be so much easier to deal with if Dane had turned out to be an ogre.”

      She went quiet again. When she finally spoke, she said the one thing I needed to hear. “Nat, Dane’s a great guy, but if the timing isn’t right, he’ll understand. Just be honest with him…once you have a better idea of what’s going on.”

      “Thanks, Amy.” I drew a deep breath. “I should go before Kayla gets out of the shower.”

      “Are we still on for girls’ night Thursday?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” I disconnected and turned my attention back to the cookies.

      Ten minutes later, Kayla returned to the kitchen. “What are you making?”

      “Whoopie pies.” I hesitated to tell her I was making them for Dane and his son, but if I wanted her to be honest with me, I needed to do the same with her. “They’re for Dane, but I’ll make extra for us.”

      “And for Dad?” She cracked a couple eggs into a small bowl.

      “These will be stale before the weekend.” I forced a smile. “But you can make him some oatmeal raisin on Friday.”

      She nodded.

      “You’re pretty banged up. Are any of the cuts deep enough to need medical attention?”

      “No.” Her frown deepened. “Not unless the doctor can put stitches in my pride.”

      “Was it that bad?” I remeasured the flour. “Everyone wipes out, even the pros.”

      She shot me a quick glare, but it lacked heat. “All my friends know how to surf. I was embarrassed that I’d never tried, so I lied a little.”

      The mom in me wanted to launch into a lecture about honesty and best policies and true friends liking you no matter what, but I refrained. I had her talking, and that was enough. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” The corners of her mouth turned up, and I knew she’d be okay. “One second, I was standing on the board, the next it felt like I was in a rock tumbler under water.”

      “It certainly smoothed off the rough skin.” Shaking my head, I added the sugar to the bowl.

      “And some of the soft parts.” She sighed deep and long, like only a teen-girl could pull off. “No one laughed at me or anything…they pulled me out of the water and kept asking if I was okay.”

      Nodding, I said, “It’s nice they care, but all the fuss makes it even more embarrassing.”

      She turned to me with wide eyes. “Exactly.”

      “When I have a klutzy moment, I want to pretend nothing happened and not have everyone make a big deal about it.” I smiled, remembering Dane catching me when I’d fallen. That was one time I didn’t mind someone kissing me and making it better.

      “I hate the ocean.” She dumped the vanilla into the wet mixture. “I don’t know why I went. It wasn’t worth it.”

      “About that.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I shouldn’t have lied to you or gone without permission.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” I met her gaze. “I need to know I can trust you to be where you say you’re going to be when I’m at work.”

      Kayla chewed her lower lip, but otherwise remained quiet.

      I thought back to when I’d told my mom I was going to a friend’s house and snuck off to see Chris. She hadn’t grounded me. She’d done one better—forced me to work for her. As a result, I’d fallen in love with cooking.

      Squaring my shoulders, I said, “You’ll be working for me after school for the next month.”

      Her mouth fell open. “You’re forcing me into slave labor? What about homework and study group? Finals are coming up.”

      “It’s not slave labor. I’ll deposit your paycheck into your college fund.” I took the bowl from her and added it to the dry ingredients. “But until I know that you’re going to be where you say you are, you and I are going to be joined at the hip.”

      “Does that mean you’re not going on anymore dates?” She gave me side-eye.

      Once again, I found myself tapdancing on the line between the truth and a lie. It would have been so easy to tell her what she wanted to hear, but I couldn’t do that. If, on the off-chance, things worked out between me and Dane, she’d know I’d been dishonest with her.

      “Does it?” Her voice rose.

      “No, that means I’ll arrange my personal life around your schedule.”

      She opened her mouth as if to argue, but snapped it shut.

      Bracing myself for her next verbal hand grenade, I greased a couple of baking sheets and dropped a dozen spoonfuls of the batter onto each one.

      “You look tired.” Kayla motioned to my face. “Like, really tired. Are you getting sick?”

      “I’m good.” I’d stayed out late the night before and was too excited to sleep when I’d come home—not to mention the kid drama I’d endured since. But I wasn’t sure I liked her pointing it out.

      She surprised me by throwing her arms around my neck. “I’ll finish the cookies. Why don’t you go take a bubble bath?”

      The mere mention of soaking my stress away made me sigh a happy sigh. I put the baking sheets in the oven and set the timer. “Are you sure?”

      “Yep. The filling is super easy. Shortening, sugar, and vanilla, right?”

      “Right.” Out of nowhere, a yawn overtook me. “I’m pretty beat.”

      “Go. I got this.” She shooed me toward the door. “It’s the least I can do after being such a brat.”

      “Okay, but use the Madagascar vanilla. You can really taste the—”

      “I know. You can taste the difference in something that isn’t cooked.” She pulled the bottle from the spice cabinet, flashed me a smile, and got to work.

      I stood dumbstruck watching her.

      “Mom, go.” She laughed. “Let me do something nice for you.”

      “Thank you, sweetie.” I left her to it.

      Maybe, the shower and our conversation helped her calm down. And maybe—just maybe—everything will work out okay.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: Whatever you do. Don’t eat the whoopie pies.

        Ezra: What whoopie pies? Are you ok? Did you hit your head when you wiped out?

        Kayla: Very funny. Just don’t eat anything my mom drops off tomorrow.

        Ezra: Ooookay.

        Kayla: She found out I went to the beach.

        Ezra: And she’s what? Making Ex-lax cookies?

        Kayla: Ha. No. She’s forcing me to work with her every afternoon for a month.

        Ezra: Harsh. Sorry.

        Kayla: I go to my dad’s on the weekends. We can see each other then.

        Ezra: Sounds good.
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      Thank God for Fridays, shared custody agreements, surfing tournaments—and date night.

      After a grueling week of marketing meetings, staffing nightmares, and two cancelled weddings, I was ready to clock out and enjoy some down time. It’d been five long days since I’d seen Natalie. Though we’d talked every morning and night, I missed her. Weird, considering we hadn’t known each other all that long, but she’d already taken up residence in my daily routine.

      My phone rang with Natalie’s ringtone.

      “Hey, beautiful. Ready for tonight?” Grinning like an idiot, I imagined us sharing a candlelit dinner at my place, showing her around the hotel, and taking another moonlit walk.

      “More than ready. Chris just picked up Kayla. Are you sure I can’t bring anything?”

      “Your smiling face and your appetite.” I pulled the steaks from the fridge to let them come to room temperature.

      “Thanks again for understanding about Kayla.” She sighed. “I hated to wait until the weekend to see you, but it’s for the best…”

      “It’s okay. I get it.” I double-checked the baked potatoes and headed for the bathroom. “I’ve been busy with work and researching online schools for EZ.”

      “See you in a half hour.” I could hear her smiling over the line.

      “Sounds good.” I waited until she disconnected and set my phone on the bathroom counter.

      I hit play on my old-school Bose boombox and let the dulcet tones of Pearl Jam fill the room. Turning the faucet to hot, I hummed along with my man Eddie. I had just enough time to wash off the day before Natalie arrived.

      The aroma of chicken soup filled my nose, but I chalked it up to EZ’s cooking. The boy could burn cereal. He must have wanted a quick bite before meeting his coach and heading to Huntington Beach for regionals.

      Two seconds into my shower, I realized the smell wasn’t coming from the kitchen. It was coming from the showerhead. A quick glance at the yellowish liquid pooling at my feet told me I’d been pranked.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I scrambled out of the shower, wrapped a towel around my waist, and went on a search and destroy mission—for my son.

      “EZ! Get your butt in here pronto!” I searched the living room, the kitchen, and my home office. No sign of the little prankster. “EZ!”

      “Dane?” I turned to find Ali standing in the doorway holding a white bakery box and a bottle of wine. Her gaze moved over my half-naked body as if she were trying to decide where to lick first.

      Granted, I smelled like chicken noodle, but I didn’t like the way she was looking at me. “Do you make a habit of walking into people’s homes without knocking?”

      She snapped out of her trance, visibly shook herself, and glanced away. “I must have misread your text…I thought you said to let myself in?”

      “What text?” The proverbial light bulb came on over my head. “EZ! Where the hell are you?”

      Ali wrinkled her nose. “What smells like garlic?”

      “Chicken bouillon,” I said as if that would explain everything. Taking the stairs two at a time, I continued to shout for Ezra.

      “He’s not here,” Ali called from below. “I passed him on the way up.”

      Nice of you to tell me that now.

      Raking my hands through my hair, I drew a deep breath in hopes of calming down. It would have worked had my fingers not come away oily. The little shit must have put an entire jar of bouillon cubes in my showerhead—and something greasy.

      Butter?

      Ali watched me descend the stairs, but rather than staring like I was the main attraction at a Chippendale’s show, she bit her lip as if holding back laughter.

      I tightened the towel. The last thing I needed was for it to slip off and give the young woman more of a show. “Let me see the text.”

      “Sure.” Ali set the box and bottle on the table and pulled her phone from her pocket. She unlocked the screen and handed it to me.

      I read the damned thing three times trying to make sense of it. “What the hell?”

      My soon-to-be grounded for life son had sent a message from my cell. A message asking Ali to pick up the wine and dessert from the front desk.

      Ali dipped her chin. “There’s a voicemail from the penthouse number telling me to let myself in, you’ll be in the shower.”

      Confused, pissed, and running seriously late, I opened the box.

      Inside were eleven and a half of the twelve whoopie pies Natalie had sent over Tuesday. There would have been twelve, but I’d spat half of one in the sink.

      “Yum, those look amazing.” Ali reached for one.

      “No! Don’t they’re disgusting.” I pulled the box away from her.

      “Dane?” Natalie stood in the doorway. Her mouth hanging open. “Am I interrupting—wait, are those my whoopie pies?”

      Forget grounding EZ. I’m going to drown him. It isn’t murder if they can’t find the freaking body.

      “Um…yeah, but they’re stale.” I didn’t dare tell her I’d eaten sandy surf wax that tasted better.

      “Of course they’re stale. I made them on Monday. Why haven’t you eaten them?” She seemed more hurt that I hadn’t liked the baked goods than by me wearing a towel in front of another woman.

      “They weren’t…something was off with them,” I said.

      “Should I go?” Ali nodded to the door.

      Natalie glanced to the chilled bottle of wine and nodded. “That’s probably for the best. Dane and I have things to discuss.”

      The women glanced from me to each other. Both narrowed their eyes.

      I made a T with my hands. “Okay. Time-out. There’s a reasonable explanation for this.”

      Natalie folded her arms. “It better be good.”

      Ali nodded. “Better than good.”

      “EZ is punking us. He—” I made the mistake of scratching the back of my head. I didn’t know which was worse, the grease or the chicken stench. “Any chance you’d give me a sec to clean up and get some pants before we get into this?”

      Ali made a sour face. “Sure, but why are you all shiny?”

      “I’m leaving.” Natalie hiked her purse higher on her shoulder.

      “No. Wait. Please.” I pressed my hands together. “This is EZ’s idea of a practical joke.”

      Giving me a dubious look, Nat said, “I’m listening.”

      I motioned to Ali. “He sent her a text telling her to bring wine and the whoopie pies.”

      The women exchanged glances again. Only this time they glared at me.

      “Then the little shit put bouillon cubes and butter in my showerhead and left.” I held my arms out like a magician at the end of a trick. One look at the two of them, and I wished I could make myself disappear. “I’m serious. Smell me.”

      Natalie screwed up her face. “I can smell you from here.”

      Ali sighed. “I think he’s telling the truth. I got a voicemail from this number. I thought maybe Dane was catching a cold, the voice sounded like him but scratchier.”

      Speaking of scratchier, the eau de chicken covering my body was starting to itch, but I didn’t dare move. Not until I set things right with Natalie.

      She lifted her chin. “Show me your shower.”

      I didn’t understand why she couldn’t take one look, or one whiff, and know I was telling the truth. Then again, she’d caught me wearing a towel with another woman while discussing her disgusting dessert. Who was I to argue?

      “It’s this way.” I led her through my bedroom and into the en suite.

      She glanced around, seemingly unimpressed with the sleek black marble floors and countertops. “Show me the shower-thingy.”

      “The faucet?” I felt like a complete moron. What other shower thingy would she be referring to? “There might not be any cubes left. Can’t you smell it? It’s like the inside of a Campbell’s can in here.”

      “Show me.” She bit her lower lip and turned her head, but not before I caught the mischief in her eyes.

      She’s messing with me, too?

      I unscrewed the showerhead. Sure enough, a gritty brown residue and bits of undissolved butter covered the inside.

      Handing it to her, I said, “Look, I don’t know what you’re into, but chicken stock play is a hard limit with me.”

      Natalie glanced at the inside of the showerhead and cracked up. “This is… Wow. He really thought this through.”

      “Yeah, he’s a regular Einstein.” I failed to see the humor in the situation.

      She gave me a once over, licked her lips, and pressed her hand to her chest. “It’s too bad you’re not into soup, because you look awfully tasty.”

      “Don’t tempt me, woman.” I took a step toward her.

      She dodged to the left and hurried to the door. “Get a shower. I’ll go properly introduce myself to Ali. She’s your employee, right?”

      “My employee, half my age, here courtesy of my son, and the last person I’d ever consider dating.” I crossed my heart and held up three fingers in the Boy Scout Salute.

      “I trust you.” She shrugged.

      “Still…I’m sorry about all of this.”

      “Don’t be. If you can put up with only seeing me around Kayla’s schedule, I can put up with a practical joker.” Natalie gave me another once over, winked, and left the room.

      After washing my hair, three times, and scrubbing most of the herb roasted chicken smell from my skin, I pulled on a pair of jeans and headed into the kitchen.

      Natalie turned with the wine bottle and an opener in her hand. “Ali left. Feel better?”

      “Much, but I need to have a word with my son.” I dialed Ezra’s number and pressed the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Dad. Did you get the stuff I left for you?” He snickered.

      “The bouillon and butter were cute. Inviting Ali to come up here the same time as Natalie was not.” I worked to keep my voice down for Nat’s sake.

      “Ali was still there?” He groaned. “She was supposed to leave the wine and tiramisu on the counter.”

      “What tiramisu? She brought the whoopie pies.” I glanced at Natalie, hoping she wouldn’t ask about the horrid cookies again.

      She set the wine down, opened the box, and sniffed one of the nasty chocolate concoctions.

      “How did she get those? I thought they were long gone.” EZ sounded as freaked out as I felt. “I ordered that wine you like and a special dessert for you guys! Call the front desk. It has to be there.”

      “How did you buy booze? You’re seventeen.”

      “I borrowed your wallet and phoned in the order.”

      “One. Stop using my credit card, and two no more pretending to be me.” Turning my back to her, I lowered my voice. “You didn’t try to set me up? Because let me tell you, having two women show up at the same time while a dude’s wearing a towel is not cool.”

      “No. I was trying to help…except the bouillon cubes. That was supposed to be a throwback to your first date, but I didn’t want to ruin the shower with cheese.”

      “I owe you one. A big one.” My mind raced with how I could pay him back.

      “Bring it on, old man.” EZ’s hyena-like laughter filled the line. “Why were you wearing a towel?”

      “I’m hanging up now. See you tomorrow.” I turned to find Natalie glaring down at the whoopie pies. “Would you believe everything except the sabotaged shower was an honest mistake?”

      She nodded and tossed the bakery box on the table. “Yes, but these…were ruined on purpose.”

      “How so?” One look at the cookies, and my upper lip curled involuntarily.

      “For starters, Kayla didn’t add sugar to the filling, and I’m pretty sure she used bacon grease and cream cheese instead of shortening.”

      I tried to bite back my laughter but failed. When I calmed, I asked, “Are you sure she did it on purpose?”

      “Positive.” Natalie shook her head. “Our batch turned out just fine.”

      Rather than allow the tainted cookies, or EZ’s nonsense, to spoil our evening, I dumped the box into the trash. “Don’t worry about dessert. Ezra had a tiramisu delivered to the front desk.”

      She slid her arms around me and turned her face toward mine. “I have another idea.”

      I bent to kiss her, but she wrinkled her nose.

      “You smell like roasted chicken.”

      Freaking, EZ.

      I pulled away, but she tugged me back.

      “Is it weird, I kind of like it?” Natalie leaned in and sniffed me.

      “Yes, completely weird…” I brushed my lips across hers. “But I’m not about to complain.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: Whew! Almost got busted.

        Kayla: Did it work?

        Ezra: Yes and no.

        Kayla: Tell me!

        Ezra: Yes, your mom caught my dad with Ali, but no they didn’t break up.

        Kayla: Oh.

        Ezra: Don’t worry. They won’t be fooling around. No amount of soap will get rid of the chicken smell. LOL

        Kayla: My mom loves chicken.

        Ezra: So many wrong thoughts. I need to bleach my brain.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 10

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      After five weeks together, Dane and I had developed a routine. He called every morning between his sunrise surfing lessons and checking in with the hotel staff. I called him before I turned in for the night. We saw each other at least once over the weekend, when Kayla was with Chris. During the week, we spent time together when our schedules allowed it.

      Today, the stars had aligned, and we’d spent the afternoon lounging on the beach. I could have stayed there forever, but the alarm on my phone rang. I needed to get home before Chris picked up Kayla for the weekend.

      Dane walked me to my car and gave me a long kiss. “Are you sure I can’t come over after Kayla leaves?”

      “It’s Girl’s Night In. I haven’t seen Amy and Merilee in weeks.” I nudged his side. “And you have plans with EZ.”

      “I know.” He blew out an exaggerated breath.

      “Tomorrow night. We’ll have a fancy dinner and our first sleep over.” I trailed my fingertips down his chest.

      “Are you sure you can wait that long?” Dane tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers lightly dancing over my earlobe as he pulled away.

      “I can.” I leaned into his touch. “But can you?”

      “Nope. Come up stairs with me. I’ll grab the keys to an empty room…” Dane lifted his eyebrows, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I’d rather wait until tomorrow. No kids to rush home to. No other plans.” I pulled his head down and whispered, “Just you and me, taking our time exploring each other’s bodies.”

      “I like the sound of that. A lot.” He pressed his brow to mine.

      Being with Dane was easy and so much fun. Never in my life had I had such a good time dating. Before I’d married Christopher, the dates I’d gone on felt like work. Awkward, tense work.

      Things were different with Dane. Time sped by whenever we were together.

      I glanced at my watch. “I’m late.”

      He closed his eyes. “I know, I know. You have to go.”

      “So do you,” I reminded him. “You have a meeting with your investors in ten minutes.”

      “I’d skip it for you.” He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me against his chest.

      I gasped and he took advantage of my parted lips to kiss me again. By the time he released me, I thought I’d spontaneously combust. “That wasn’t fair. Now, I’m not sure if I can wait until tomorrow.”

      “No?” He kissed my nose.

      “Not at all.”

      “Stay…” He drew my earlobe into his mouth.

      A tingle ran down the length of my spine. He was killing me. All I wanted was to pull him inside a hotel room and not come up for air until Monday, but I needed to see Kayla before she left for the weekend. Not to mention, Amy and Merilee were coming over. “I can’t.”

      “Okay, okay.” He loosened his grip. “You’re right. I should really go.”

      “You should.”

      He gave me one last longing stare, before stepping back and closing the car door.

      I pulled out of the parking lot, splitting my attention between the road and the man watching me drive away.

      I arrived home and blew out a relieved breath when Chris’s car wasn’t in the driveway. The last thing I wanted to deal with was Kayla giving me a hard time about Dane in front of my ex-husband. It’d been five weeks, and she hadn’t let up. If anything, she’d doubled down on her efforts to convince me to date her father.

      “You’re late. Where were you?” Kayla smirked.

      “I was at the beach.” I chose to ignore her bad mood. “What are you doing?”

      “Homework.” She gestured toward the books strewn across the kitchen table. “Finals start Monday.”

      “All packed for Dad’s?” I dropped my wet towel and suit in the laundry room.

      “Yep.” She leaned back in her chair, the front legs coming a few inches off the floor, and closed her eyes.

      “Maybe you should take a break,” I said. “Finish up in the morning.”

      Kayla let her chair fall forward with a thump. “I’m almost done. Just a few more problems for trig.”

      I forced a smile. “Do you need any help?”

      “Nope.” Her tone was short and clipped, like it’d been since I’d told her I wasn’t going to have dinner with her dad.

      “Are you still upset with me?” I pulled the iced tea pitcher from the fridge and filled my glass.

      Kayla sighed. “No Mom, it’s fine.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yup. You like Dane, right? It doesn’t matter what I think.” She made a show of scribbling out her next problem.

      “It matters to me.” I took a sip and watched her over the rim.

      She tossed her pencil onto her book and finally turned to me. “I don’t think you should be this serious this soon.”

      “We aren’t that serious.” I hated it when she glared, but I refused to back down.

      “It’s been a month.”

      “So?” I laughed. “A month is barely any time at all.”

      “Do you know how many people in my school date for a month? Like no one.”

      I shook my head. “Dane and I aren’t in high school. We’re adults. And for adults, one month is a very, very short time.”

      “It seems pretty serious to me,” Kayla snapped. “I know you’re sneaking around with him all the time. You aren’t fooling anyone.”

      “I’m not hiding my relationship.”

      Kayla rolled her eyes and went back to her trigonometry.

      She’d been hostile all month. I still didn’t understand where her anger was coming from. For over a year she had been pushing me to date. She’d even gotten herself grounded to make it happen. And now that I finally was, she still wasn’t happy.

      I glanced at the clock to gauge how much time I had before her dad showed up. “What is this really about?”

      “Nothing Mom, just forget it.”

      “I don’t want to forget it. I want to understand,” I said.

      Kayla sighed and turned back to me. “I guess it feels weird, that’s all.”

      “What does?”

      “That you’re hanging out with this guy almost every day.” She narrowed her eyes. “And don’t deny it.”

      I held up my hands. While I would have loved to know how she knew what I did and didn’t do while she was at school, I didn’t want to interrupt her.

      “It’s like you have a whole other life with this person!”

      “And you don’t even know him.” The pieces of the puzzle fell into place. How had I missed her feeling left out?

      Kayla shook her head. “No, that’s not—”

      “I want you to meet him. I really do. Dane and I are trying to take things slow. I haven’t met his son yet either.”

      “Maybe there’s a reason for that.” Her tone reminded me of a playground bully, taunting and unnecessarily mean to hide her insecurities.

      “There is. Despite what you think, neither of us wants to rush into anything. We want to be sure it’s going to work before we introduce each other to our kids.”

      “I have to finish studying.” She twisted back around.

      The last thing I wanted to do was let the conversation end on a sour note. Kayla was obviously upset, and I felt like I had finally gotten to the root of the problem—she felt left out.

      “Knock, knock.” Chris peered in through the glass on the side door.

      “Dad!” Her entire demeanor changed. She jumped up from the table, threw the door open, and hugged his neck.

      “Hey.” He shot me a what-the-heck look over her shoulder.

      I shrugged.

      She pulled away and beamed, first at him, then at me. “Doesn’t Mom look great?”

      My eyebrows climbed into my hairline. I didn’t look great, or nice, or anything close. I’d just come off the beach. My hair was in a messy bun, my nose was pink, and I had sand in places I shouldn’t.

      “Sure.” He gave me a curious look. “Go get your things. We need to hurry if you want to eat before we catch the movie.”

      “We?” Her eyes widened as if she hadn’t meant to ask the question out loud. “I mean, great. I’ll be right back. You two, sit. Have some tea. It’s been a while since you’ve talked, right?”

      I resisted the urge to rub my temples.

      As soon as she left the room, Chris turned to me. “Nat, listen… You and I…”

      “Are better left in the past.” I finished for him.

      “Yes.” He slumped into a chair. “Kayla has been lobbying for me to ask you out for over a month.”

      “It’s the same here.” I sat beside him. Careful to keep my voice down, I said, “It started the first time I went out on a date.”

      He frowned. “I guess this is normal.”

      “Maybe…” I explained mine and Kayla’s conversation and my plans to introduce her to Dane.

      “Would you mind waiting?” He dragged his hand over his mouth. “She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s meeting my fiancé, Monica, tomorrow.”

      Well, shit. So much for introducing her to Dane. One parent’s significant other is enough. Wait a second…he’s engaged?

      I cocked my head. “Congrats, but I thought you two had broken up?”

      He stared at me as if I’d insulted his grandmother. “Why would you think—Kayla told you that?”

      I nodded.

      Chris drew a deep breath. “Nat, this guy…Dane. Is he a pothead?”

      “What? No.” I sat back to put some distance between us.

      He took my hand and softened his tone. “Natalie, this is going to be hard for you to hear, but our daughter has a very loose relationship with the truth lately.”

      He was right. I didn’t want to hear it, but I couldn’t exactly deny it.

      Thankfully, Kayla bounded back into the room before I could reply. She took one look at our joined hands and grinned.

      Chris stood. “Ready?”

      “Unless you want to stay…” Her voice went all singsong.

      “Nope, we have places to be.” He waited until she headed for the door and mouthed, “I’ll talk to her.”

      I did the only thing I could. Smiled and nodded.

      After they left, I debated calling Dane, but decided I needed time to process what had happened before I told him. Besides, how could I tell the man I was falling for that my daughter was telling lies about him?

      Still trying to make sense of Kayla’s weirdness, I took a quick shower and threw on some yoga pants. Merilee and Amy would be there any minute, and I hadn’t set out snacks or started our dinner.

      I opened the fridge and hung my head. Kayla had eaten half the finger sandwiches and, from the looks of it, picked all the blueberries out of the fruit salad.

      My own daughter is out to get me.

      Shaking my head, I set out what was left of the food and tossed a handmade lasagna into the oven, and a second vegan version for Amy.

      Amy and Merilee chose that moment to come through my kitchen door.

      Merilee wiggled two bottles of wine at me. “I’ve come bearing gifts!”

      “Me, too.” Amy handed me a garment bag.

      “What’s this?” I peeked in the little clear window on the front of the bag and gasped. “The bridesmaid dresses came in early?”

      Grinning like the Cheshire Cat, she nodded. “We’ll need to have them fitted, but the stylist had them delivered to the house this morning.”

      “The stylist had them delivered.” Speaking in a ridiculous British accent, Merilee bumped her shoulder. “A year ago, if someone asked me what kind of bridesmaid dresses you’d have us wear, I would have said Birkenstocks and tie-dyed skirts.”

      “Stop it. Being engaged to Hudson hasn’t changed me.” Amy blushed.

      Meri and I exchanged glances and laughed.

      “Has it?” Amy’s voice thinned.

      “Other than making you incredibly happy, not at all.” I hung the dress on the doorframe and gave her a huge hug.

      Merilee glanced around the kitchen. “Is that lasagna I smell?”

      “It is.” I muttered under my breath, “Unless Kayla sabotaged it.”

      They glanced at each other and back to me.

      Amy furrowed her brow. “Is everything okay?”

      “Before I answer that…” I took the bottle of red from Merilee. “We need wine.”

      “I’ll make myself a cup of tea.” Amy knew her way around my kitchen almost as well as I did. She set the kettle on while I poured the merlot.

      Ten minutes later, I’d filled them in on the continuing Kayla-drama.

      “It’s normal for her to want you and Chris to get back together,” Merilee said.

      “I know.” I poured myself another glass. “But it’s not normal for her to lie and manipulate us.”

      “No, it’s not.” Amy sighed. “Wow, am I glad I had a boy.”

      Merilee nodded. “Even twin boys aren’t as bad as one teen girl.”

      “Gee, thanks. It’s a little late to trade her in.” I rested my chin in my palm. “How do I handle this?”

      “Keep doing what you’re doing. Setting boundaries and sticking with them,” Amy said.

      Furrowing her brow, Merilee chewed her mini caprese sandwich. “You and Chris need to compare notes more often. He should have asked you about the pot smoking right away.”

      “That’s true.” I still had a hard time believing Kayla would make something like that up. “And I’m going to call her out on her lies. Maybe she’ll stop if she knows we’re onto her.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.” Merilee wiggled her brows. “Now, let’s talk about something other than kid problems.”

      I glanced at her. “What?”

      “Dane.” Amy grinned.

      “What about him?” I laughed.

      “How are things going.” Meri didn’t have to say anything more, her tone told me exactly which things she’d referred to.

      Instead of sharing the not-so-dirty details, I played it cool. “Things are amazing, but we’re still having technical difficulties.”

      Three times Dane swore he’d left me a message that I never received and twice, I sent him texts that never appeared on his phone. It was annoying, but I’d believed him when he said he had no idea what was going on.

      Amy and Merilee shared a concerned look.

      “What?” My pulse sped.

      Merilee said, “Is it possible Kayla and Ezra are intercepting your messages?”

      My first thought was absolutely not, but given everything she’d done…could I really put it past her? “Maybe Kayla, but Dane swears EZ is okay with us dating.”

      “What about the chicken bouillon incident?” Merilee asked.

      Amy said, “And Dane complained to Hudson that he can never find his keys on date nights.”

      Merilee tossed a napkin at her. “That could be because he’s excited to see Nat. You know, lust-brain-fog.”

      I thought about how many times Dane had been late, or hadn’t answered a text, or had sworn he’d never received my emails. “I’ll put a password on my phone. If it’s Kayla, that should solve the problem.”

      “Have you slept with him yet?” Amy changed the subject so fast she gave me whiplash.

      “Oh my God.” I laughed.

      “What?” Merilee popped a berry into her mouth. “We wouldn’t be human if we didn’t want to know. Besides, it’s been so long since I’ve had sex, it’s live vicariously through you two, or resort to porn.”

      “I’m sure Brody and Tyler have some laying around.” I motioned between them. “Teen girls have drama, but teen boys leave crunchy gym socks under their beds.”

      Her mouth full, Amy tried not to laugh and ended up choking on her tea.

      Merilee shuddered. “Not just under their beds. Honestly, those two are like walking hormone factories.”

      “They aren’t filling those socks with hormones.” I deadpanned.

      Laughing, Amy covered her ears. “Enough of the masturbation talk. Are you sleeping with Dane or not?”

      I hopped up to pull the lasagna out of the oven. “We haven’t had sex.”

      “Why the hell not?” Merilee’s voice rose.

      “We’re taking things slow.” I shrugged. “And it’s next to impossible to have any privacy with two nosey teenagers running amuck.”

      Merilee held up her hands. “That’s it. I’m getting a subscription to Penisflix.”

      “That’s not a thing.” Amy flicked one of the remaining blueberries my way. “You realize he owns a hotel, right?”

      “I bet he could rent a room by the hour.” Merilee snickered. “Hell, at the rate they’re going, they’d only need it for fifteen minutes.”

      “You two are hysterical.” I brought the pasta to the table and turned to get the plates and flatware. “We’re having our first sleepover tomorrow night.”

      “Yes! Now we’re talking.” Merilee stood and helped me set the table.

      Amy nodded. “Where’s he taking you? Are you going to dinner first, or going straight to the sex? What are you going to wear?”

      I pointed a spatula at her. “You live with Hudson Stewart, the king of romcoms, and you need spank-bank material?”

      “I prefer to think of it as the jiggy-bank,” Amy said. “But yes, considering Hud is working around the clock on the new movie, we have two teens under our roof, and I’m house hunting while planning a weekend long wedding… I could use a little romance in my life.”

      “We’re going to dinner and spending the night in one of the suites at Casa Rosa.” My cheeks went past rosa, straight to roja.

      “Awww,” they said in unison.

      “Are you nervous? It’s been a while, right?” This from Merilee, who was no longer laughing. Her expression was so serious, I had to wonder if she was keeping secrets of her own.

      I cut them each a piece of lasagna and sat. “I haven’t been with anyone since Chris, and that was nothing to write stories about. What if I mess up? Or worse, maim him?”

      “You’re not going to mess up. Take it slow and try not to overthink it.” Merilee took a bite, closed her eyes, and moaned.

      Amy nodded to our friend. “If all else fails, do what she just did.”

      I doubted I’d need to fake it with Dane. It felt like electricity shooting through my veins every time he touched me. He could get me hot and bothered with a look. No one else had ever made me feel that way. However, it’d been years since I’d gotten naked with a man. My body had changed—and not for the better.

      “I’m a little nervous he’ll lay me back and my boobs will fall into my armpits.”

      Merilee’s mouth fell open. “Drew and I had a one-night thing a few years ago. I insisted on leaving my bra on and the lights off.”

      Amy sighed. “The entire world has seen Hudson’s thirty-year-old self on the big screen basically naked. Let me tell you, he looks the exact same now, better even.”

      “That may not be true. They use special lighting and camera angles to make things look perky on film.” Merilee cackled. “When Drew and I got naked, I noticed he’d switched to those boxer briefs with the pouch in the front.”

      “Pouch?” I didn’t quite understand where she was going with that tidbit of information. Her ex was a quarterback in the NFL, and still had a great body.

      “Think support bra for balls.” She demonstrated the lifting action with her hands. “Gravity affects us all.”

      We burst out laughing.

      “Your phone’s ringing,” Amy said.

      I took a sip of wine and grabbed my cell. “Hey you.”

      My friends made kissy faces at me.

      “Hey back,” Dane said. “Listen, I know you’re with the girls. I just wanted to tell you I’m thinking about you.”

      My heart melted into a puddle of goo. “Thank you. I was just thinking about you, too.”

      Amy and Meri cracked up.

      “Uhh…I can hear them laughing. Should I be worried?”

      “We’re working on our second bottle of wine. We’ll laugh at just about anything.” I stood and walked into the living room. “How did the meeting with the investors go?”

      “Good. We have an idea to increase profit, and hopefully attract more weddings…or at least keep the bookings we have,” he said. “I’d love your input.”

      “I’m intrigued. What is it?”

      He laughed. “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow over dinner.”

      “Perfect, can’t wait.” I hated to cut the conversation short, but the longer I stayed on the phone, the more I risked Amy and Merilee embarrassing me. “I should go supervise the weirdos in the other room.”

      I could hear Dane’s smile in his voice. “I’ll let you get back to the girls.”

      “Call you later,” I said.

      “You better.”

      When I hung up, they were staring at me.

      “What?” I laughed.

      “Nothing. It’s nice to see you so happy.” Amy smiled. “About tomorrow. Are you thinking matching bra and panties?”

      “Or full-slut with garter belts and black lace?” Merilee grinned.

      Amy bounced on the balls of her feet. “Better yet, go commando.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: My dad’s coming to the movies with me. Pretend like we ran into each other randomly.

        Ezra: I can’t come.

        Kayla: Why?

        Ezra: I have that competition I was telling you about first thing in the AM. If I win, I’m going to the West Coast Finals.

        Kayla: We’re running out of time then. We have to do something about our parents.

        Ezra: I don’t know. I hate it when my dad and I fight. And he’s crazy about your mom.

        Kayla: Please! Don’t give up. My parents were holding hands tonight. I think they kissed.

        Ezra: That’s pretty fucked up. She’s dating my dad.

        Kayla: I know. I’m sorry. I think she likes them both.

        Ezra: We’ll just have to up our game

        Kayla: Yeah. Really push them apart.

        Ezra: Definitely

        Kayla: It’ll work

        Ezra: It has to.
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      Friday night was finally here. I’d been dying to try Georgiana’s, the new Italian restaurant, but not as much as I’d been dying for alone-time with Natalie.

      “Going out?” Ezra glanced up when I walked into the kitchen.

      “Yup. I ordered you pizza for dinner. Should be here any minute.”

      He nodded and focused on his surfing magazine.

      “You okay?”

      Another nod.

      “Hello?” I walked over and wave my hand in front of his face. “Actual words would be nice.”

      “I’m good,” Ezra said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yep.”

      “You looked great out there today. Keep that up and you’ll land a sponsorship in no time.” I didn’t have time for a long conversation, but I’d made a decision about his education. “EZ, if you’re serious about the tour, we’ll get you enrolled in IU for summer classes.”

      “Cool. Thanks for finally seeing reason.” He flipped a few pages.

      Frowning, I said, “You’re still planning on sleeping over with Jake tonight?”

      “Yep.”

      I hesitated, trying to figure out how to tell him I’d be around, but not at home. I couldn’t exactly come right out and say I’d be spending the night with Natalie. “Okay…I’ll be in the building, but I won’t be home until morning.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t call child protective services and tell them you abandoned me to sleep over with your girlfriend.” Ezra’s sarcastic tone gave me pause. He’d been cold and distant for weeks.

      I didn’t think it was about Natalie because he hadn’t met her. How could he already dislike her? And besides, he’d sworn up and down that he was okay with me dating.

      I decided to chalk it up to teenage hormones and talk to him more after his tournament. Halfway out the door, I realized I didn’t have my keys. I checked the kitchen counter, but they weren’t there. I tore my bedroom apart looking but still, they were nowhere to be found.

      Not again!

      “Hey kid,” I called down to Ezra. “You see my keys anywhere?”

      “Nope.”

      “You sure?”

      “Why would I have seen your keys?” Ezra sounded as exasperated as I felt.

      “They have to be around here somewhere.” I wanted to shake him or yell, but it wasn’t his fault. “What about your set?”

      “They’re in my locker at school.”

      “Damn it.”

      Twenty minutes later, I still hadn’t found them. I checked my truck, the front desk, my office. Everywhere.

      And nothing.

      “I’ll call Natalie to pick me up,” I said, storming back into the kitchen. I’d left my phone on the island. I extended my hand, fingers stretched to grab it, but the counter was empty.

      No cell.

      “Ezra,” I said through gritted teeth, “did you use my phone?”

      “I have my own.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Ezra glared. “I haven’t seen it, and I haven’t seen your keys.”

      Once again, I checked the house top to bottom for a cell that had seemingly disappeared into thin air. I had a sneaking suspicion he’d done something with both, but I didn’t want to get into a screaming match.

      “Ezra?” I called from the living room.

      “What?”

      “Can you call my cell?”

      “Sure.”

      A second passed, but I didn’t hear it ring. “Are you doing it?”

      “Yup. It went straight to voicemail. Must be dead.”

      It didn’t make any sense. I’d had it when I’d realized my keys were gone.

      Back in the kitchen, I leaned against the sink and closed my eyes. Natalie was probably already waiting for me at Georgiana’s. I hated the idea of her there alone, wondering if I’d stood her up.

      “Let me borrow yours.” I held my hand out.

      He sighed as if my mere presence offended him, but he placed it in my palm.

      “Hello?” Natalie sounded stressed.

      “Hi, I’m so sorry,” I said. “This is a little embarrassing, but I’ve lost my keys and my phone.”

      “Oh no. Again?” She laughed, but it seemed forced. “I’ll pick you up.”

      “Are you already at the restaurant?”

      She hesitated. “Yes.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      “It’s not okay.” I ran my hand through my hair. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

      Ezra made a gagging noise.

      “Dane. It’s fine. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Natalie said. “But I don’t think they’ll hold our table. They’ve been pestering me ever since I sat down.”

      Shit. This night just keeps getting worse.

      “It’s fine.” I shot my son a dirty look. “Meet me here, and we’ll do our best to salvage the night.”

      “Sounds perfect.” She hung up.

      I turned my attention to Ezra. He had his back to me, but I could see the tension in his shoulders. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      Ezra didn’t move. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You took my keys and phone.”

      “What?” He finally turned around. “That’s crazy.”

      Ezra held my gaze without flinching, but it didn’t matter. I saw the truth in his eyes the second he faced me. Now I needed the reason—and my damned keys.

      “You’re right.” I folded my arms. “It is crazy. It’s crazy that you would go so far out of your way to keep me from my date.”

      “Dad, I didn’t take your stuff. You obviously left the cell somewhere when you were freaking out about your keys.”

      “Right. And I suppose you have no idea where they are either?”

      Ezra shrugged. “I told you, I haven’t seen them.”

      “If I checked your backpack right now, they wouldn’t be there?”

      “Go ahead.” Ezra nudged his bag toward me with his foot.

      His confidence made me doubt myself. Until I caught the glint in his eyes. He was keeping something from me, I was sure of it.

      “Is there a reason you want me to stay home tonight?” I asked.

      “Nope. I told you, I’m going to Jake’s. We’re heading down to Laguna at sunrise.”

      “Ezra.”

      “Dad.”

      “Come on kid, be straight with me. Tell me what’s up so we can talk about it.”

      Ezra blinked. “Nothing is up.”

      We were at a standstill and we both knew it. Before I could do anything else, the doorbell rang.

      “Natalie’s here.” Ezra stood and tucked his magazine under his arm. “Guess we’re done. Wouldn’t want to keep her waiting.”

      “We’re going to talk about this when you get home tomorrow.” I strode to the door.

      “Sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: SOS they’re going to have sex tonight.

        Kayla: Do something!

        Ezra: I tried!
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        * * *

      

      I slipped into the hall and closed the door behind me. It seemed wrong not to invite her in, but tonight was not the night to introduce Natalie to Ezra. “Hey, beautiful.”

      “Hi.” She glanced from me to the blocked entrance and sighed. “What’s the plan?”

      I had a split second to come up with something, to salvage the night, to make her smile. “I’m thinking Fishy Business. They have great food, and it’s where I saw you for the first time.”

      Her expression softened. “I never would have guessed you were a romantic.”

      Leaning close to kiss her cheek, I whispered, “Don’t tell anyone and ruin my reputation.”

      “Me? Never?” Natalie laced her arm with mine and half-dragged me to the elevator.

      Once inside, her smile faded.

      “Thanks for picking me up. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I’m pretty sure EZ is involved.”

      “You don’t really think Ezra hid your keys, do you?”

      I ran my hand over the back of my neck. “If you could have seen the look on his face…”

      “Our kids don’t want us together.”

      “Don’t take it personally. EZ hasn’t met you. My guess is he’d be acting this way no matter who I was seeing.”

      “Kayla wanted me to date,” Natalie said.

      “Same with Ezra.”

      “But now that we are…”

      “They’re pissed.” I needed to take her mind off the kids and fast. “Are you starving, or can we make a quick pitstop?”

      She dipped her chin. “I ate half the breadbasket while I was waiting for you.”

      “I would have done the same thing.” I laughed, not because I found any of this funny, because the alternative wouldn’t improve either of our moods.

      We reached the ground floor, but rather than heading for the exit, I guided her toward the back of the building.

      “Where are we going?” She glanced around, taking in the elaborate crown molding and chandeliers. “I’ve never been in this part of the hotel.”

      “You’ll see.” I stopped at a set of heavy double doors and entered a security code into the keypad. The lock clicked, and I led her inside the abandoned dining room. “Watch your step. This area hasn’t been renovated.”

      “This is a great space.” Natalie walked around a stack of boxes and construction material. “Why haven’t you done anything with it?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve thought about turning it into a second ballroom, but we don’t get enough weddings to warrant the added expense.”

      She motioned to the windows. “What’s the view like?”

      I could practically see the wheels turning in her gorgeous head. This is exactly what we needed to get the evening back on track. “It’s the best part.”

      I flipped the switch on the wall to darken the room. Beyond the glass, the moon hung low over the Pacific Ocean. Between the height of the building, and the location of the dining room, it looked as though you could reach out and touch the water.

      Natalie gasped. “This is incredible. I hate to say it, but your investors are right. You should re-open the restaurant.”

      “Don’t say that until you see the kitchen.” I rested my hand on the small of her back and led her past more boxes, stacks of folding chairs, and a driftwood arch we used for beachfront wedding ceremonies.

      As soon as she noticed the stainless-steel doors, Natalie rushed forward. “It can’t be that bad.”

      I followed her into the kitchen and turned on the lights.

      “Okay. Wow. It is that bad.”

      “Told you so.”

      The galley kitchen reminded me of the one at my grandmother’s church—small, dated, and in no way able to produce enough food for a large crowd. The ladies had made do with crock pots and warming trays, but I doubted that would fly at an upscale wedding.

      “This is small, even for a prep kitchen.” Natalie inspected the ancient fridge, and wall ovens. “It’s odd, considering this was a functional restaurant back in the day.”

      “This part of the building has been renovated too many times to count.” I pointed to the line where the original ceiling changed to a 70s style drop down. Not only were the white panels grease stained, I suspected they contained asbestos.

      Following the change in building materials, she wandered to a storeroom off the kitchen. “You’re right. There’re outlets and plumbing in here. Have you gotten any remodeling quotes?”

      “No. Like I said, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with the space.” I leaned against the dusty counter and folded my arms. “How would you set up a commercial kitchen?”

      She glanced around again, this time slower. “I’d take these walls down. Maybe borrow some square footage from the dining room and move this one out a few feet. You’d need two, maybe three prep stations…here…here…and one in the center.”

      I cocked my head and bit back a grin. She was adorable with her pursed lips, wrinkled brow, and her raised chin. But more than that—her vision made my mind race.

      I could see our future. Her running the restaurant, me running the hotel. Us growing old beside the ocean…and then I remembered Melissa. How could I build a new life with Natalie in the place Mel and I bought together?

      I opened my mouth to tell her we should go, but her phone rang.

      She pulled her cell from her purse and frowned. “It’s Chris.”

      Nodding, I turned and pretended to inspect the wires hanging from a hole in the wall.

      “Hi. Everything okay?” She went quiet for two heartbeats. “You left her at home alone? How many times did she throw-up? Does she have a fever?”

      Shit. And that folks…is how romantic evenings die.

      Part of me wanted to hang my head and weep, but another part was relieved. I needed time to think about what I wanted. If I was ready to move on, and what the hell was going on with EZ.

      I forced a smile and guided Natalie to the exit.

      She continued to question her ex-husband about their daughter’s illness. What the girl had eaten, her fluid intake, her poop. When she’d exhausted the medical questions, she shifted gears. “Did you tell her she was meeting Monica tonight?”

      My pulse sped.

      Who’s Monica? Is she Chris’s girlfriend? Is Kayla faking it?

      “I’m on my way home now.” Natalie disconnected the call and turned to me. “I have to go. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I’d do the same thing if Ezra was sick.” I stopped in the lobby, unsure of where she’d parked.

      “Mr. McCormick.” Trina, my front desk clerk jingled a set of keys. “I think I have something of yours.”

      One glance at the picture of EZ hanging from the ring, and my shoulders slumped. I felt like a total ass for accusing my son of hiding them to keep me from my date.

      Glancing between the keys and me, Natalie whispered, “Thank goodness EZ didn’t have them.”

      “Yeah.” I took them from Trina. “Where were they?”

      “A guest found them in the sand outside the surf shop.” She gave me a knowing smile. “The suite you requested is available. Would you like the keycard now?”

      Natalie sighed behind me.

      “I won’t be needing it after all.” I turned from the clerk and a bright orange phone case, peeking from beneath a stack of papers, caught my eye. “Did I leave this here?”

      Trina’s eyes widened. “You must have… I apologize, I’m not sure how it got buried beneath the invoices.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I turned back to my date. “Where did you park?”

      “I’m out front, but you don’t have to walk me out. I need to get home to Kayla.” She kissed my cheek. “I’ll call you later.”

      “I’m going to put this…” I wiggled my phone. “In a pouch around my neck.”

      Natalie laughed and hurried for the door.

      After she’d vanished, I walked behind the counter and picked up the stack of invoices.

      “Are you okay, Mr. McCormick?” Trina’s concerned expression about did me in.

      “I will be.” With that, I strode into my office and threw myself into work—or tried to. I couldn’t seem to get my mind off the situation with our kids.

      Too many strange things had happened in a short amount of time for it all to be coincidence. Something was going on. The question was…what and why?
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      I’d barely walked through the door when Kayla rounded the corner clutching her stomach. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel horrible.” Her voice sounded like sandpaper.

      “Are you hungry?” Stupid question, but it was the first thing that came to my mind.

      She made a gagging sound. “Ugh. The thought of food makes me want to barf again. I’m really, really nauseous.”

      “Okay. Go lay down. I’ll bring you some ginger ale.” I felt like a world-class jerk for doubting she was sick. When Chris had called, I’d assumed he’d told her about Monica, or this was her way of ruining my date with Dane. Now that I’d gotten a look at her sweaty face, I knew better.

      “Thanks, Mom.” Kayla stretched out on the couch and pulled the blanket to her chin.

      I hurried to the kitchen and gathered crackers, water, and a can of soda before rushing back into the living room. Seeing her all curled up beneath the covers reminded me of when she’d gotten the flu at five years old.

      How could I have doubted her?

      “Do you think you’re gonna throw up?” I set the food and drinks on the coffee table and placed my hand over her forehead. She didn’t feel warm…nor was she clammy anymore.

      Kayla nodded. “I already did. Before you got home.”

      “Oh honey, I’m sorry. I came as fast as I could.” I sat beside her. “What else do you need?”

      “Just stay in here with me?” She blinked up at me, her hazel eyes wide and watery.

      “I need to change my clothes and call Dane, but I’ll be right back.”

      “Why do you need to call him?” Kayla snapped, temporarily losing the rasp in her voice.

      “To let him know I made it home okay.”

      Her face softened. “I really don’t want to be alone.”

      “I’ll be right back.” My suspicion she was putting on an act returned, but how could I confront her? I’d never forgive myself if she was really sick. Even if she was faking it, she seemed to need me around. Maybe all of this came down to her missing me. Could I fault her for that?

      “Hey, beautiful.” He sounded as tired as I felt.

      “I made it home. Kayla’s okay, just nauseous and needy.” I felt like the rope in a game of tug-o-war between wanting to spend time with him and taking care of my daughter. “I know how much you wanted to go to Georgiana’s…and I was really looking forward to spending the night with you.”

      “I’ll call in a few favors and see if I can get reservations for next weekend. If that works for you.”

      “As long as we can try the sleep over again.”

      “You got it.” He laughed. “Don’t worry about tonight. I’m a parent too, Natalie. Remember?”

      “I know, but I feel terrible.”

      “Don’t. Just take care of your daughter and call me before you go to sleep.”

      I returned to the living room and frowned at the cracker wrappers and empty can of ginger ale on the coffee table. “Is your stomach feeling better?”

      “A little.” She gave me a sheepish smile. “The food helped.”

      Kayla and I spent the rest of the night cuddled on the couch, watching our favorite movies. She didn’t throw up again, nor did she spike a fever, or complain.

      I tiptoed out of the room and went to lock the doors before going to bed myself. As I was about to turn off the front porch light, I caught a glimpse of something outside.

      I opened the door to find a wicker basket with a giant purple bow tied around the handle. Inside were cans of chicken noodle soup, a few water bottles, a Gatorade, some crackers, and a pack of four blueberry muffins. Poking out of the top, a small, folded up piece of paper was stuck between the muffins and the Gatorade.

      
        
        For Kayla

        Hope she feels better soon.

        Call if you guys need anything.

        ~ Dane

      

      

      My heart felt like it would burst. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve someone like him, but I wasn’t going to question it. However, I was more determined than ever to get to the bottom of Kayla’s problem with me dating.

      I took the basket inside and set it on the counter before hurrying to my bedroom to call him.

      “Hey beautiful,” he said.

      “Hey there.”

      “Miss me already?”

      I smiled into the phone. “Of course, but that’s not why I called. Thank you for the basket. It was very thoughtful of you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He cleared his throat. “I shouldn’t admit this, but I can’t shake the feeling that EZ left my phone and keys where he knew someone would find them to cover his butt.”

      I blew out a breath. “Funny, I can’t shake the feeling Kayla isn’t as sick as she’s letting on. She doesn’t have a fever, and I thought she was going to tackle me when I excused myself to call you earlier.”

      “She’s still not thrilled about us?”

      “No, she’s not,” I said. “And I think I finally figured out why.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. I think she feels left out.”

      Dane paused. “Left out?”

      “She wouldn’t let me out of her sight tonight… Yesterday, she said that it felt weird for me to be spending so much time with you. I think she might feel better about things if the two of you met.”

      Dane paused again. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      “You have?”

      “I’d love for you to meet Ezra.”

      “You would?” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice. This was the first time he’d mentioned me meeting his son.

      “I didn’t want to bring it up too soon,” Dane said.

      “I understand.” My mind reeled with possible outcomes. Meeting each other’s kids could be really good or horrifically bad. I didn’t see much of a middle ground. I said, “But it has been a few weeks now…”

      “Five weeks,” he corrected.

      “Five weeks.” I chuckled. “Exactly. And if this is going where I think it is…”

      “It definitely is.”

      The butterflies in my stomach did barrel rolls. “Then maybe it’s time?”

      Dane laughed. “It’s definitely time.”

      Grinning, I fell back on my bed and pressed the phone harder against my ear. It was crazy but I needed to feel as close to him as possible. “When should we do it?”

      “Whenever you want.”

      “Not next weekend. We aren’t missing out on Georgiana’s again.”

      Dane snorted. “Definitely not. Georgiana’s is next to impossible to get into. If I can get new reservations, no way are we cancelling just to hang out with our moody kids.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page.” I laughed. “Maybe Ezra feels left out too. This could be good. Meeting the kids. Maybe it’ll put both of them in a better mood.”

      “I hope so.”

      I glanced at the clock and sighed. “It’s late. I should let you go.”

      “Don’t,” Dane said, melting me through the phone. “Let’s forget about being responsible for once and talk all night.”

      “Okay.” I settled against my pillows. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Everything…”

      An hour or two later, I heard Kayla close her bedroom door. I thought about checking on her, but I couldn’t bring myself to get up. She’d tell me if she needed something. Besides, there was nothing wrong with putting my oxygen mask on first.

      I had no idea when I’d fallen asleep, but I’d woken with my phone in my hand and a smile on my face. I dragged myself into the kitchen and found Kayla sitting at the table, scarfing down a bowl of Captain Crunch.

      “Feeling better?” I’d tried to tell myself she’d caught a twenty-four-hour bug, that it was entirely possible she’d recovered, but deep down, I knew better.

      “Much!” She refilled the bowl. “I’m going to play soccer with some friends this morning.”

      I caught myself narrowing my eyes and smoothed my expression. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Mom, I’m fine now. I swear.” She shoveled cereal into her mouth.

      I hated my newfound suspicions, the twinge of jealousy in my chest, the anger rising inside of me. “Were you actually sick last night?”

      She rolled her eyes. “How can you even ask me that? I puked like a hundred times, and you felt how clammy I was.”

      I wasn’t buying it. “You can talk to me. You don’t have to pretend—”

      Kayla groaned. “Oh my God. You seriously think I faked being sick? Why would I do that?”

      “You aren’t happy that I’m dating…” I second and third guessed myself for calling her out. Was I wrong? Would this be one more thing she’d resent me for?

      “I was really sick. It must have just been a weird, twenty-four-hour bug thing, or maybe I ate something funny.” She mumbled. “I don’t have a problem with you dating. I just didn’t want you to settle.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her I knew she’d lied about her father breaking up with his girlfriend, but a car horn sounded out front.

      “That’s my ride.” She shot to her feet.

      “You’re sure you feel okay, now?” I took her bowl to the sink and opened the trashcan to toss her napkin away. Inside, a pile of candy bar wrappers sent my blood pressure skyward. “Where did these come from?”

      Kayla winced. “Mom, I really have to go.”

      “You’re not going anywhere until you answer me.” I pulled them out one at a time.

      “I cleaned out my backpack.” She rolled her eyes. “Geez. I’m sorry I got sick on the same night as your big date, but you don’t have to call me a liar.”

      The horn sounded again.

      I ignored it, and her. Beneath the candy wrappers was a Styrofoam box. Unless I’d completely lost my mind, I knew exactly what was in it. “Did you eat my General Tso’s chicken?”

      On the verge of tears, she glanced between me and the window. “I tried but it was gross.”

      I reached into the can.

      “What are you doing?” Kayla rushed to me and grabbed my arm.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I think you know exactly what I’m doing.”

      The damned horn beeped again, a split second later, her phone rang.

      “Whatever.” She grabbed her bag and headed for the door.

      Blocking her path, I folded my arms. “You’re not going anywhere until you take that container out of the trash and show me.”

      “That’s disgusting.” She shook her head. “You check it if you don’t believe me.”

      I nodded to the phone in her hand. “Call your friends and tell them you aren’t going.”

      “I hate you! You never would have done this to me before you started dating Dane!”

      Because you never lied to me before I started seeing him.

      Keeping my expression neutral, I motioned to the waiting car. “Call them, or I’ll walk outside and tell them myself.”

      “Fine!” She stormed halfway upstairs. “But I’m going back to Dad’s. I can’t be here with you!”

      “We’re not done here, Kayla. We need to talk about your lying,” I called after her.

      “How would you know? You’re too busy with Daaaannnneee to notice anything else.”

      “I noticed you ruined the whoopie pies.”

      “Whatever!” Her bedroom door slammed.

      Rather than reply with something I’d regret later, I pulled the take-out container from the trash. The weight alone told me it was empty, but I checked the bottom of the trash bag to be sure.

      Kayla had pretended to be sick. She’d lied repeatedly. And she’d defied me on every turn.

      What in the hell was going on with her?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: My mom knows I was faking.

        Ezra: It’s over. I can’t do this anymore.

        Kayla: Please. EZ. We’re close. We can’t give up now.

        Ezra: Okay, but we’re shifting gears. No more stunts that could get me grounded. I can’t miss any tournaments.

        Kayla: I’m listening.
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      Natalie and I ate tacos at the same picnic table we’d shared the first night we’d gone out. Above us, the sun began to set, filling the sky with vibrant colors. It’s surprised me when she’d called to ask if I was available for dinner. After our nightmare of a date the night before, I wasn’t sure she’d be up for trying again so soon.

      I nudged her. “Paco’s is outstanding, but it isn’t exactly a five-star restaurant.”

      “This is exactly what I needed.” Natalie wiped her hands and tossed her napkin in her basket. “And it’s romantic.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      She squeezed my bicep. “This is the textbook definition of romance.”

      “But there’s no pasta. Or breadbasket.”

      “True…that bread was amazing…” Laughing, she hopped up and tugged me to my feet. “Look on the bright side. We’ve recreated our first date, without the soup incident.”

      “Yeah, I guess we did.” I pulled her to my side. “Want to go for a walk?”

      “Absolutely.” She glanced in the direction of my hotel and sighed. “I wish I could stay over, but I have to work in the morning.”

      “It’s okay. We can try again next weekend.” I kissed the top of her head. “I have no idea what’s gotten into Ezra.”

      Wrapping her free arm around my waist, she said, “Probably the same thing that’s gotten into Kayla.”

      We walked along in silence, each lost in our own worries about our kids. The evening was beautiful. She was right, this was the textbook definition of a romantic date. Still, neither of us were able to fully enjoy ourselves.

      Natalie sighed. “We should talk to them. Before we move forward with our plan to introduce each other.”

      “I don’t want to wait.” It felt like every time we took one step forward, something forced us to take three back.

      Natalie stood on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “I know. I don’t either, but I want to make sure we do this right. If we rush the kids before they’re ready, things could get a lot worse.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I usually am,” Natalie teased, twirling away from me. Her hand pulled against mine as the sand caught beneath her feet, tripping her.

      I wrap my arm around her waist to steady her. “How can one woman be so wise, and so damned clumsy?”

      “It’s part of my charm.” She nuzzled closer to me, and my heart picked up speed.

      I turned and breathed in the scent of her hair. Lavender and something I couldn’t place. Something I’d never smelled before. Something uniquely Natalie.

      “I don’t want to lose this,” I whispered against her hair.

      “We won’t.” She met my gaze. “Our kids will adjust.”

      “Maybe you were right before. About them feeling left out.”

      “I really hope that’s all it is, but I’ll talk to Kayla tomorrow and find out for sure.”

      I nodded, thinking I’d do the same with Ezra. If I could make him see how important Natalie was to me, then he’d understand. But first, I had to find out what exactly was bothering him. Hiding my keys, stealing my phone… That wasn’t Ezra. He wasn’t that kind of kid.

      “I think we’ve spent enough time talking about EZ and Kayla tonight.” Natalie’s playful voice pulled my attention back to her.

      Part of me wanted to drag her into my arms and show her what we should be doing with our mouths, but I needed to talk to her about work before we lost ourselves in each other. “I was going over some business projections last night…”

      Her expression fell. “Oh?”

      “I’m done dragging my feet. I’m going to start the remodel on the kitchen and dining room—”

      “That’s wonderful.” Her entire demeanor changed. “Have you thought about what you want? I mean, are you thinking a full-service restaurant, or a prep kitchen and extra ballroom for weddings?”

      “Actually…” I bit back a grin and used my professional voice. “I’m going to hire a consultant to draw up some plans and do market projections.”

      “Smart.” I could all but see the wheels turning in her head. “Make sure you find someone local. San Sera is quirky. We might get a lot of visitors from LA, but it’s the locals who’ll keep a full-time restaurant afloat.”

      “I have a local caterer in mind.” I held her gaze and waited for her to catch on.

      She drew a shaky breath. “Who?”

      “You.”

      “Oh… I…” She shook her head. “Do you think it’s a good idea to mix business with pleasure?”

      “I’m not concerned about that. It’s more important to me to hire someone I trust, who knows San Sera.” I drew her into my arms. “Besides, if we can handle two scheming kids, surely, we can work together.”

      Her lips curled into a hint of a grin. “That’s true. Can I think about it?”

      “Of course.” I kissed the tip of her nose.

      Her gaze fell to my lips. “Let’s enjoy what’s left of our date before we dive back into parent drama…or work.”

      “What did you have in mind?” Nuzzling into her neck, I left a trail of kisses from her collar bone to her ear.

      “That’s exactly what I had in mind…but not here,” she whispered.

      “Where?”

      Natalie raised her eyebrows and looked from me to the ocean, and back again.

      It wasn’t until she winked that I realized what she was suggesting. “No way.”

      “I thought you were some badass surfer?” She clucked like a chicken. “Not poultry?”

      “Do you have any idea how cold that water is?” I laughed. “Sixty-five tops.”

      “I’m California born and raised, babe. I’m no stranger to the chill of the Pacific.”

      “We don’t have wetsuits.”

      “We don’t need them.” She winked.

      I watched in awe as she glanced around. We were alone. No one in sight. Without another word, Natalie slipped off her dress and let it fall to the sand.

      Natalie wore a plain white bra beneath. Nothing too sexy but on her, it was the sexiest piece of clothing I had ever seen. Her panties didn’t match. They were white too, but with small black polka dots. The mixed underwear fit her personality—a little bit adorable and a whole lot sexy.

      “I didn’t exactly plan this.” She glanced down at her body. Her confidence seemed to disappear, and sparks of anxiety wrinkled the corners of her eyes.

      “You are amazing,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Well?” She cleared her throat, gathering her confidence back. “Am I swimming alone?”

      “Hell no.”

      Natalie grinned as I slid out of my shoes and stripped down to my boxer briefs. We ran into the surf, Natalie squealing the whole way. We swam and laughed so hard my stomach ached. With the moon shining above us, we shared an amazing kiss.

      With Natalie in my arms, I barely noticed the cold.
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        * * *

      

      Back home that night, I knocked on Ezra’s bedroom door with a bowl of popcorn and a plan.

      After our swim, Natalie and I talked more about the kids. We mapped out exactly what we wanted to say to them and exactly what questions we needed to ask. For the first time since Melissa had died, it felt like I had a partner. I hadn’t realized just how alone I’d felt in parenting Ezra until I had Natalie to confide in. She helped me sort through my own thoughts and think about things from Ezra’s point of view, which was exactly what I needed going into this conversation.

      “Come in,” Ezra called.

      I pushed the door open and stepped inside. “Brought you some popcorn.”

      He glanced up from his phone. “Thanks.”

      “Can we talk?”

      He nodded without taking his eyes off his cell.

      “Without the phone.”

      “Fine.” He tossed it to the side. He might have tried to play it cool, but I knew him. His shoulders were tense, and the way he pressed his lips together told me he was nervous.

      I perched on the edge of his bed. “I want to talk to you about Natalie.”

      Ezra started to argue, but I cut him off. “Listen to me for five seconds and then it’ll be your turn.”

      After a minute of thought, Ezra finally nodded. I’d hoped he’d have an open mind, but I’d take what I could get.

      “I know how badly you wanted me to start dating…”

      He looked away.

      “But I also know that the reality is always different than the fantasy. I really like Natalie, EZ. She makes me happy… Happier than I’ve been a long time.”

      “Since Mom?” Ezra finally meeting my eyes.

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah, bud, since your mom.”

      I waited for him to speak, but he didn’t. He leaned his head back against his headboard and stared at the ceiling.

      I thought back to the advice Natalie had given me in the car.

      Make it about him. Don’t talk too much about yourself. Teenagers hate that.

      “Okay,” I said. “Now that you know how I feel, it’s your turn.”

      “My turn for what?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “To tell me what you’re feeling.” I hitched a shoulder as if this was no biggie, like we discussed our feelings every day and twice on Sundays.

      Ezra shook his head. “I got nothing.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He frowned. “What?”

      “I said, bullshit.”

      We stared each other down for a second before, laughing.

      “This sucks.” Ezra cracked up again.

      “Yeah, it really does.” I clamped a hand on his shoulder and shook him. “I hate this distance between us. I want it gone. I don’t know what’s going on with you, and I won’t make you tell me, but if it’s about Natalie…”

      “It’s not,” Ezra said too quickly.

      “No?”

      “Not exactly…I want you to be happy. I’m sure Natalie is great. It’s just…” His voice trailed off as his gaze drifted to the side. He seemed to be teetering on the edge of finally coming clean about something, and I didn’t want to say or do anything that might deter him.

      “Do you really like her?” He tilted his head.

      “I do.”

      “And you’re going to keep seeing her?”

      I nodded. “I am. And honestly, I’d really like you to meet her.”

      Ezra sighed. “I don’t know…”

      “Maybe it’s too soon?”

      “No.” Ezra sat up straighter, his expression more determined than defeated. “It’s not. I want to meet her.”

      I had zero idea what’d changed, nor did I trust it. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      I hadn’t gotten to the root of his issue, not really, but there was a definite shift in his attitude. “Is there anything else you want to talk about?”

      “Like what?”

      “Anything.” I nodded to the posters on the wall. “The tour, school. Girls. I want you to know that no matter what, nothing is going to change between us. No matter how much time I spend with Natalie or how serious things get with her, I’m your dad first.”

      “I know that.” His voice cracked. “You think I’m ready for the pros?”

      “Years of begging me, and now you’re second guessing your skills?” I rumpled his hair.

      “Gah.” He jerked away. “Dude, just because we’re sharing a father-son moment, doesn’t mean you can touch the locks.”

      I held my hands up. “You were ready two years ago.”

      He glanced at me through his shaggy mop. “I meant do you think I can handle being on my own?”

      It surprised me he’d asked, but the fact he had told me he’d be fine out there. “You won’t exactly be alone—your coach will be there, and so will I when I can.”

      “And you think I’ll get sponsors?” He wiggled his brows. “Prize money is great, but I want surfboards with my name on them.”

      “Absolutely.” I held my arms out wide. “I can see it now, EZ Ryder boards, wetsuits, little bobble head dolls—”

      He caught the side of my head with a pillow. “No dolls.”

      “Okay, okay, no dolls.” I lowered my voice. “But what’s your stance on shaggy-headed plushies?”

      “Those could work. Every surf bunny from here to Tahiti will be cuddling up with an EZ doll.”

      “Seriously though. Keep the ego in check and little EZ in your pants, and you’ll be fine out there.”

      Ezra and I hung out a little while longer, eating popcorn and talking about his life. He told me how school was going and the latest drama with his friends. For the first time in weeks, I felt like I had my son back.

      After Ezra kicked me out of his room, I called Natalie.

      “How did it go?” she asked by way of hello.

      “Better than I could have hoped.” I caught myself grinning. “We talked about you and how happy you make me, and I think he gets it. He said he’d be fine with meeting you. Then we decided one day there’d be EZ Ryder plushies in his likeness.”

      Natalie laughed. The sound was music to my ears.

      “What about Kayla? Did you talk to her?”

      “Yup. I called her when I got home.” Nat sighed. “She said she’s happy that I’m happy. She was oddly convincing. Almost too convincing.”

      “Don’t overthink it.”

      Natalie laughed again. “I’m trying not to. She said she’s okay with meeting you, too.”

      “I guess we were worried for nothing.” I joked, but I didn’t feel it. Nothing was this easy, especially not with teenagers. “When should we make the introductions?”

      “Finals are coming up. I’m sure they’re both going to be busy with school over the next two weeks.” She paused. “And she’s doing soccer camp after that. Loads of practice and exhibition games.”

      “I could come to a game,” I suggested.

      “That’s probably not the best idea,” Natalie said. “I’d rather not introduce you to my daughter, my ex-husband, and all the soccer moms at the same time.”

      I snorted. “Okay yeah, that sounds like a lot.”

      “It would be. Hang on. I’m checking my calendar.” A rustling sound filled the line. “What about that camping trip you have planned with the Single Dads Gone Wild?”

      “An overnight might be overkill, but you two could come up for the day?” As soon as the words fell out of my mouth, I wanted to take them back. “Actually, her meeting the entire crew, and their kids, would be a lot.”

      “True.”

      “How about a casual weeknight dinner? I could come to you guys. Then we’ll do it again here with EZ.”

      “Simple, no pressure.” Natalie chuckled. “Dinner it is.”

      Grinning like an idiot, I wished Natalie sweet dreams and hung up.

      I couldn’t help but imagine what the next few months would look like. Natalie and I getting to know each other better. Our kids getting to know each other. All of us bonding over movie nights and trips to the beach. An entire future popped into my head.

      I could see it all.

      Natalie wasn’t the kind of mom who’d introduce me to her daughter unless she saw it, too.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: Hey Kayla? You up?

        Kayla: Yeah I’m here. What’s up?

        Ezra: Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?

        Kayla: What do you mean?

        Ezra: I talked to my dad tonight and idk. He seems really happy. How can I take that away from him?

        Kayla: My dad’s going to tell my mom he wants her back.

        Ezra: And you think your mom will go back to him?

        Kayla: I know she will.

        Ezra: That really sucks for my dad.

        Kayla: Sorry. He’ll find someone else. I know it.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 14

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      For years, I’d dreaded Kayla’s weekends with Christopher. They were the worst part of my month, but with my job, they were a necessity. Before my mother had died, she and I would go out on the nights Kayla was away and we weren’t working. Dinner, the movies, anywhere to take my mind off my empty, childless house.

      Things had been different since I’d met Dane. I found myself looking forward to the weekends and our time together, but that brought about an entirely different set of emotions. At the top of the list—mom guilt.

      What kind of parent would rather spend time with their significant other than their child?

      Dane rang the doorbell at exactly seven o’clock, and my guilt vanished.

      Christopher had picked Kayla up an hour before, giving me just enough time to clean up the house, take a shower, shave my legs, and get ready for the night.

      “You look beautiful.” Dane gave me a once over as he walked inside.

      I chuckled. “I’m wearing jeans.”

      “So am I.”

      “And a T-shirt,” I added.

      “So am I.”

      It was true, we matched in denim and dark cotton T-shirts.

      “I wanted to be comfortable for our first night staying in.” I might have dressed down, but the sexy bra and panties I wore beneath the comfy clothes made me feel confident as I sauntered to the couch.

      I could feel his gaze on my ass as he trailed behind me.

      “Comfortable is good,” Dane said, his voice huskier than normal. “I was bummed when I couldn’t get reservations at Georgiana’s but staying in is my new favorite activity.”

      Something in his voice made me want to skip the preliminaries and go straight to bed. “Mine too.”

      He glanced from the floral couch to the sunny yellow paint on the walls. “This is nice.”

      I took in the room from his perspective. Everything from the generations of family photos to the cheesy doilies on heavy wood end tables screamed a woman twice my age lived here.

      “This was my mom’s house. Kayla and I moved in after her first stroke, and we never left.”

      “It’s homey.” He smiled. “Unlike my penthouse/bachelor pad.”

      “I don’t know, there’s something glamorous about living in a hotel.”

      “Unless you own it.” He turned and stared at the photos on the mantle. “Some days, it seems like I never clock out.”

      “Have you thought about moving?”

      “That was always the plan, but I never got around to looking for a permanent home.”

      I sat on the sofa and waited for him to join me. “What kind of movies do you like?”

      He shrugged and sat a respectable distance away. “I love a good romcom.”

      “Are you trying to impress me?” I laughed. “Because I wouldn’t mind an action flick.”

      “I could ask you the same thing,” Dane teased. “You don’t strike me as a shoot ’em up kind of girl. What’s your favorite TV show?”

      “The Bachelor…” I grabbed a fistful of popcorn from the bowl on the coffee table, but I really wanted to grab a fistful of the man beside me—too bad my nerves overruled my lust.

      “The Bachelor?” Dane laughed. “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “You can?” I arched a brow.

      “Sure. The romance and drama.” He shrugged. “Not my kind of thing, but I can see why you would like it. You spend all your time taking care of other people. It’s only natural for you to want to escape into a fantasy sometimes.”

      “What about you? What do you watch?”

      “Sports.”

      “And?”

      He helped himself to some popcorn. “More sports.”

      “Do you still keep up with surfing?”

      His expression fell. “I try not to. It depresses me, but I’m going to have to start now that EZ’s joining the pro circuit.”

      He’d kept his voice neutral, but I wasn’t fooled. The regret lurking behind his dark eyes was easy enough for me to spot after all the time we’d spent together.

      “You miss it,” I said.

      “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss the competition but leaving was the right choice. Even if Melissa hadn’t died, I was getting old. No way I would have been able to keep up for much longer.”

      “I get it.” I ran my hand up and down his arm.

      What started as a comforting touch, quickly turned into something else. Dane shifted closer and my fingers slowed. When our eyes met, my stomach tightened with desire.

      “Should we watch a movie?” Dane asked, his voice rough.

      I lifted my head to meet his gaze. The desire in his eyes had me spinning with a physical need I hadn’t felt in years. I raised to meet him as Dane’s lips came crashing down on mine.

      He gasped a minute later, breathlessly wrenching his face away. “I didn’t mean to attack you. I’ve been wanting to do that all night and I—”

      “Shh,” I pressed one finger to his lips.

      His dark eyes never left mine as I straddled him.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I whispered between soft pecks on his jaw. “You never have to apologize for kissing me. Ever.”

      “Good to know.” Dane grabbed my hips and slanted his mouth over mine.

      He seemed to hold back, as if afraid he’d push for too much too fast and scare me away. I couldn’t take the gentleness any longer. There were at least a million things I wanted to do to this man—and none of them were gentle.

      Biting his bottom lip, I rolled my hips forward, ground against him, and demonstrated exactly what I wanted him to do to me.

      Dane’s hands moved to my ass. His grip almost painful as he rocked his hard cock against the front of my jeans.

      I kissed him harder, deeper, faster. Until we both had to pull away to catch our breath. Dane didn’t let me go far. He ducked his head, his lips finding my neck.

      I gasped and held him closer as he licked the sensitive skin under my earlobe. “I want you.”

      In one motion, Dane lifted me off his lap and flipped me onto my back. I landed on the couch, with him on top of me.

      Our lips met again. And again. And again. Gasping and writhing, our breathing heavy. His hands were everywhere, my sides, my breasts, my face.

      I hated the clothing between us. Desperate for his skin, I slid my hands beneath his shirt. I’d seen him bare chested before. Hell, I’d touched him when we’d made out in the ocean, but nothing…and I mean nothing, prepared me for this. The heat radiating off him, his fresh woodsy scent, the weight of his body on mine—being with Dane was like sensory overload.

      Dipping his head, he buried his face in the crook of my neck. “Take it off.”

      I slipped his shirt over his head and kissed his shoulder, but from my position I couldn’t reach much else. “I want to be on top.”

      “Where’s the bedroom?” He pulled back and met my gaze.

      “Down the hall, second door on the—” Before I could get the words out, he pulled me up and slung me over his shoulder.

      Laughing, I said, “On the right. Second door on the right.”

      He carried me to my room and deposited me on the bed like a caveman, and I loved every second of it.

      Sitting upright, I kissed his chest, his stomach, and down to the waistline of his jeans. I fumbled with his belt but managed to get it unbuckled and his pants opened.

      Dane sucked in a breath. “Damn, Nat.”

      One glance at his face, and any nerves or fears I had about getting naked with him vanished. No one had ever looked at me the way Dane was looking at me. He stared into my eyes with such warmth, such heat, that I wanted to melt into him and never come up for air. When he tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his lips curling into a naughty smile, I lost the ability to think.

      I didn’t know how it happened, but somehow, he had me pressed to the bed—and my shirt and his jeans were on the floor. And Dane was kissing my breast through my black lacy bra.

      “You’re so beautiful…” He licked and nibbled and kissed his way down my legs as he removed my pants.

      “You’re not so bad yourself.” I came up on my elbows to enjoy the view.

      “We should have the safe sex talk before things get out of hand.”

      “Oh… um. I have an IUD and haven’t been with anyone in years.” My cheeks heated.

      His eyes widened. “Wow, okay. I haven’t been with anyone since…”

      “I think we’re safe,” I blurted out the words. The last thing I wanted was him thinking about his deceased wife.

      “I think you’re right.” He moved as if to climb on top of me, but I held up my hand.

      Sitting upright, I stared into his eyes, reached behind me, and unhooked my bra. It fell from my shoulders, exposing my breasts.

      Dane’s lips parted as he split his attention between my chest and face.

      Slowly, I slid my panties down my legs. And of course, they hung up on my foot. I did my best to shake them free, but kicked his knee in the process. “There goes my attempt to be sexy.”

      “You are incredibly sexy.” He grabbed my calves and yanked me to the edge of the bed. Kneeling, he draped my legs over his shoulders. “So sexy.”

      When his tongue grazed my stomach, my entire body jolted.

      Dane grinned against my skin. “And responsive…but I’m going to make you wait.”

      “What? Why?” I lifted enough to meet his gaze.

      He winked and eased my legs from his shoulders.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he buried his face between my breasts. Kissing, squeezing, biting my nipples, he had me on the verge of an orgasm before he’d even touched me below the waist. I dug my nails into his back, tangled my fingers in his hair, and pressed myself against his hard cock in the hopes he’d feel how wet I was through his boxers.

      Nothing worked.

      “Please…” I sighed out a moan. “I need you inside me.”

      “Not yet.” He stood and took off his boxers.

      I marveled in the sight of his naked body. The muscles of his chest, his abs, all the way down to his dick. Unable to resist, I sat up and wrapped my hand around his thick shaft.

      His eyes fluttered shut. “That feels amazing, but you need to stop.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was stop. I leaned in and took him into my mouth. Running my tongue around his head, I stroked him quicker.

      “Natalie…” He hissed out a breath. “Keep doing that and this will be over before it starts.”

      When I didn’t stop, he jerked back. The next thing I knew, he was kissing me like he’d never kissed me. It was desperate and messy and so freaking hot, I thought I’d explode. I was out of breath in an instant, but I didn’t care. I would have happily suffocated if it meant he’d keep kissing me.

      Dane made his way back down my body, once again teasing my nipples as he went, then continuing down my stomach until his face was positioned between my legs. He kissed one thigh, then the other, all the while keeping his eyes locked on mine.

      “Please…” I moaned.

      That was all the permission he needed.

      Dane’s tongue darted out against my clit, and I saw stars. Bucking and rocking against his mouth, I grasped the comforter for something to anchor me.

      In seconds, my legs were trembling.

      “Dane,” I gasped. “Oh my…yes. Please. Yes”

      It’d been so long since I’d come with another human being, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Even if I could remember, it wouldn’t have helped. It’d never been like this before. It was as if Dane already knew every inch of my body, knew exactly what I needed, what I wanted.

      I came so hard and so fast, I cried out more in surprise than pleasure. My entire body shook from the force of it. I had no choice but to moan and writhe my way through the best orgasm of my life.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped. “That was…wow.”

      “I want to do that again and often.” Dane worked his way back up my body, kissing every inch of me he could reach.

      “Yes, please.” I was on fire, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more. And judging from the look in his eyes, so did he. “Come here.”

      “Is there something you want?” He brushed my hair back from my brow and kissed me as if he had all the time in the world.

      Without a word, I shoved him to his back, climbed on top of him, and pulled him up into a sitting position. “This. I want you like this.”

      “I’m all yours, babe.” Dane cupped my ass and guided me over his cock.

      Staring into his eyes, I’d never wanted anything or anyone more than I wanted this, him, a future together. I slowly eased myself forward onto him.

      He rocked upward. “Baby…”

      “So good…” I moaned against his shoulder.

      He held me tight, kissing my lips, then my neck, then my breasts. All the while thrusting until he was buried so deep inside me that I didn’t know where I ended and he began.

      I never wanted this moment to end.

      I clung to him, my nails digging into his back, my teeth grazing over his shoulder.

      “Natalie… Baby… Oh damn.” Dane’s moans made me feel sexier than I’d ever felt. His hands all over my body, him moving inside of me. I’d never felt closer or more connected to anyone.

      I pressed my palms against his chest, riding him harder and faster, pushing him deeper and closer to the edge. “Don’t hold back for me. I can’t come again.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Staying inside of me, he raised to his knees, and laid me on my back. The new position allowed him to go deeper, but it was the grind of his pubic bone against my clit that had me teetering on the edge.

      I threw my head back and screamed his name. I’d never had an orgasm while having intercourse. Hell, I’d rarely had one from foreplay, but he’d wrung two out of me in a matter of minutes.

      Dane thrust hard, one, two, three times and released inside me.

      We stayed connected for a long while, holding each other as if we thought the other would vanish.

      “Kiss me,” I whispered.

      His lips were soft, his breath hot and sweet. “That was…”

      “I know.” There weren’t words to describe the feelings coursing through my body.

      Later, after we’d had sex in the shower, we curled up together on the couch. Fully clothed but entwined all the same.

      I rested my head on Dane’s shoulder, his other arm draped over my waist. We kissed and talked, moving easily between conversation and foreplay.

      “You make me brave,” I whispered against his lips.

      Dane grinned and pulled back slightly. “Yeah?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “How?”

      “For starters, I never would have jumped in the ocean wearing nothing but my underwear with anyone else.”

      Dane tossed his head back and laughed. “Was that really the first time you’d done that?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s surprising.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “You seemed pretty confident.” He trailed his fingertips over my side. “Clucking like a chicken to goad me into joining you.”

      “That’s my point. I was only confident because I was with you. Same with tonight. Before you showed up, I was so nervous I couldn’t sit still but the second you walked through the door, I felt better.”

      Dane brushed my hair off my neck and placed a soft kiss on my lips. He lingered for a few seconds. When he pulled away, I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “I need more of you,” I whispered.

      “Mmm. I think—” His response lost as my lips collided with his.

      We’d gotten dressed but I wanted to rip his clothes off again. The kiss turned more passionate as Dane rolled me onto my back and crawled on top of me. I tangled my fingers in his hair and pulled him closer. I wanted him again so bad, I couldn’t think straight.

      I tugged his shirt up but froze when I heard the front door opening. I jumped, shoving Dane off me as I moved, but I wasn’t fast enough. Twisting around on the couch, I came face-to-face with my daughter—and my ex-husband.

      “Oh my God!” Kayla’s eyes widened.

      “What are you doing here?” I leaped to my feet.

      Dane sat up straight, frozen.

      “I live here! In case you’ve forgotten!”

      “Sorry about this.” Chris winced. “She wanted to come home.”

      “Why? And don’t tell me you’re sick again.” I sounded like a lunatic—or a teenager caught making out.

      “Nope. I just missed you.” Kayla glanced from Dane to me. “I didn’t know I’d be interrupting anything.”

      “No, it’s not that. I just—”

      “Why is he here?” She folded her arms.

      “We were having a movie night.” I wanted to hit rewind and do this entire conversation over. Better yet, I wanted to rewind to the part where we started kissing again.

      Chris sighed. “I should get going…”

      “No. You stay.” She narrowed her eyes. “Dane is the one who doesn’t belong here.”

      “Kayla,” I warned.

      “No, Mom. I want him to leave. Now.”

      Anger flared inside me. I loved my daughter, but I hadn’t raised her to be rude. No matter what she was feeling, it didn’t give her the right to snap at me. Or Dane.

      “Watch your tone.” Chris frowned.

      “Fine. Whatever.” She shot me a scathing look and stormed out of the room. Each footstep felt like a gut punch.

      But her slamming door was the death blow.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: I walked in on them making out!

        Ezra: Gross

        Kayla This is why we have to keep going with the plan!

        Ezra: Idk…

        Kayla: My dad is here! He was going to talk to her about getting back together tonight.

        Ezra: I hate this. My dad is the one who’s going to get hurt.

        Kayla: I’m sorry, EZ.

        Ezra: Yeah, whatever.
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      There was something oddly familiar about Kayla, but I couldn’t place her. I’d sat helpless as she’d stormed upstairs, and what I assumed was her bedroom door slammed so hard it shook the picture frames on the walls.

      Natalie shot to her feet as if debating going after her.

      Before I could move, her ex-husband put a comforting hand on her back. “Give her time to cool off.”

      “I should go.” I stood and grabbed my shoes.

      “No,” she said. “Please. Meet me out front. I just need to talk to Kayla first.”

      “Sure.”

      Natalie hurried upstairs but stopped at the top. She sucked in a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and pushed the door open.

      I closed my eyes and dragged my hand down my face.

      This wasn’t at all how I imagined our night ending. Being with Natalie, finally having sex after fantasizing about it for so long, had been damned near perfect. She was amazing. We were amazing. It was everything I had imagined and so much more.

      Until Kayla and Chris had walked through the front door.

      “She’ll be okay.” The guy shoved his hands in his pockets and seemed to avoid my gaze.

      I cocked my head. “Which one?”

      “Both.” He chuckled. “Let’s grab a beer. I’ll keep you company while we wait.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted his company but nodded and followed him into the kitchen.

      Chris went to the fridge, grabbed a couple of bottles, and opened a drawer on the other side of the stove. He pulled out a bottle opener, popped the lids, and dropped it back into the drawer.

      For a guy who’d never lived in the house, he seemed to know his way around quite well.

      I walked outside and debated on leaving.

      He handed me a beer and took a seat on the top porch step. “I’m Chris, by the way.”

      “Dane.” Frustrated, I sat beside him.

      Whatever was going on with Kayla was between her and Natalie, but I wanted to help. The question was, what could I do? I didn’t even know the girl, but I cared about her because she was Natalie’s daughter.

      “I wouldn’t have brought her home had I known…” He took a swig and rested his elbows on his knees. “She gave me some crap about missing her mom and needing to come home, but I think she knew you’d be here.”

      “Makes sense she’d think that. Natalie and I were out last night when Kayla got sick.” I let my head fall back and stared at the sky. “This isn’t how I wanted to meet her. We were supposed to do family night.”

      I had been so excited for that dinner. Now, I needed to prepare myself for any possibility, including Natalie coming outside and asking me to leave.

      “I hear ya.” Chris sighed. “I was planning to introduce her to my fiancé last night.”

      I glanced at the guy, wondering if he was for real.

      “Needless to say, that won’t be happening anytime soon.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on with her lately. It’s like an alien has taken over my daughter’s body.”

      “Puberty.” I ran my hand over the back of my neck. “It happens to the best of them.”

      “Hey you.” Natalie’s voice pulled me out of my head.

      “Hi.” I stood. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be.” She sighed and turned to Chris. “She wants to see you.”

      He winced but tried to cover it with a smile. “Wish me luck.”

      She sank into the step beside me. “You won’t need it. I’m the one ruining her life.”

      Chris squared his shoulders and marched inside as if going into battle. In a way, I supposed he was.

      When the door closed, I took her hand. “How is she?”

      Natalie rested her head on my shoulder. “Bad. After screaming that I was ruining her life, she wouldn’t say a word to me.”

      “That’s harsh, but you know it’s not true, right?”

      She smiled and eased away.

      My fingers felt empty without hers to hold onto. I tried not to let it bother me, but it did. We’d finally grown closer, taking a huge step in our relationship tonight, and I didn’t want to lose that now.

      “Are you sure I shouldn’t leave?” I asked, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do. “Maybe Kayla will be more open to talking if I’m not here.”

      “You’re probably right, but I need you to stay for a few more minutes.” She inched closer until our thighs touched.

      “I’m here.” I wanted to put my arm around her, but I didn’t dare. We didn’t need Kayla coming outside and finding her snuggled up with me.

      Natalie shivered. “Her attitude was… I’ve never seen her behave like that before.”

      “What about when you and Chris divorced?”

      “She was upset, but nothing like this.” She glanced out toward the street. “We told her together.”

      Rather than push her, I waited until she was ready to continue.

      “She cried,” Natalie said, tears filling her own eyes. “We held her and told her how much we loved her. We promised that we still loved each other too, but we weren’t in love with each other. We told her that we wanted to move forward with our lives and that we didn’t think we could do that as a couple. But we assured her we would always be a family.”

      “It sounds like you did everything right,” I said.

      “We tried.”

      It broke me to see her so upset. “We try to protect them from pain, but it’s impossible to save them from everything life throws their way.”

      Natalie nodded and sucked in an uneasy breath. “I don’t understand why she came home.”

      “Chris thinks she knew I was here.” I hated to add salt to her wounds, but I didn’t want any secrets between us.

      She nodded. “That doesn’t surprise me. I’ll talk to him when he comes out.”

      Though it was stupid, the idea of Natalie spending the rest of the night talking to her ex twisted my stomach. She’d told me they were still close and having Chris here was the best thing for Kayla.

      Still, I wanted to be her partner. I wanted to be the person she confided in and made decisions with. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Natalie blinked, then turned to me with a smile. This time, she took my hand, her thumb drawing circles over my skin. “I don’t think so, but thanks for sitting with me.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “I’d have much preferred to have you meet Kayla over a nice dinner. Something quiet and calm. And public. So an outburst like tonight wouldn’t have happened.” She let out a bitter laugh.

      “Maybe tonight had more to do with seeing us making out?” I nudged her side. “That’s every kid’s worst nightmare.”

      “I don’t think seeing us kissing is her worst nightmare,” Natalie said. “I mean, can you imagine if she’d come home half an hour earlier?”

      I winced at the thought of being caught having sex. “Yeah, that definitely would have been worse.”

      We laughed and fell silent.

      The plan had been for me to spend the night, but that wasn’t going to happen. I was about to say goodnight when Natalie squeezed my hand.

      “What do you want to do about Ezra?” she asked.

      I blinked. “Oh. Um.”

      “Now that we’ve seen how Kayla reacted, I’d understand if you want to hold off on me meeting him.”

      “Are you kidding?” I cupped her cheek with my free hand. “Yes, I still want you to meet him.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Very sure. Though we should probably wait a while before the four of us get together. Give Kayla a little time first.”

      Natalie smiled and kissed my cheek before easing away again. “I should probably go make sure Chris is okay in there.”

      I nodded. “You should.”

      We stood at the same time.

      Natalie moved into my arms. “I’m sorry you have to leave.”

      “Don’t be.” I kissed the top of her head before letting her go. “Go take care of your daughter.”

      “You’re amazing, you know that?”

      “Funny. I was about to tell you the same thing.” And it was true. Seeing Natalie in mom-mode only made me care about her more.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      After a quick kiss, we said goodnight and I walked to my truck. It was the first time our goodbye didn’t linger but oddly, I was okay with it. Despite the way our evening had ended and despite the drama ahead, I’d never felt closer to her.

      Rather than going home to an empty penthouse, I called Sully to see if the poker game was still going strong.

      “Yo, aren’t you supposed to be with your woman tonight?” he shouted over the voices and music in the background.

      “Long story. Are you guys still playing?” I didn’t want to get into the gory details on the phone, only to have to repeat them when I got there.

      “It’s midnight. We have at least another two hours in us.”

      “I’ll be there in ten.” I disconnected and headed toward the coast.

      A half hour later, I’d arrived, had my first beer, and had spilled my guts to my crew.

      “The kid really hates you?” Adam asked.

      I tossed a potato chip at him. “She doesn’t hate me. She doesn’t even know me.”

      “Isn’t that worse?” Sully arched a brow.

      “She’ll get used to the idea of her mom dating and then, everything will be fine,” I said, trying to convince myself.

      “How did you leave it?” Sully messed with his ridiculous mustache. The thing made him look like a cartoon villain.

      I shook my head. “The ex was there. They were going to try to talk to Kayla.”

      “Ahh, the ex.” Hudson nodded wisely.

      “What’s that look for?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Nothing.” Hudson shrugged.

      Sully dealt the next hand of cards. “That’s a hard relationship to navigate. At least, it was for me and Tiffany.”

      “For me and Merilee, too,” Drew said.

      Sully nodded. “Yup. Tiff and I went from marriage, to hating each other, to screwing like bunnies, and back to hating each other within the span of a month.”

      “That’s because Tiffany is a psychopath.” Adam laughed.

      Sully glanced up from his cards. “Truer words.”

      “That’s not how it is with Natalie and her ex,” I said. “The guy is engaged to another woman.”

      “You sure about that?” Adam asked, eyebrows raised.

      “Are you sure your feud with the mom at the dance studio isn’t some weird bully porn thing?” I smirked.

      We’d listened to him go on and on about Jenna for over a year. The two seemed to love to hate each other.

      “Nice dodge, man. But the day I look to Jenna Bennett for anything porn related, is the day my dick falls off.” He nodded at me. “Less talk. More poker.”

      I tossed my chips into the center of the table.

      The guys fell silent, letting the subject of our personal lives die.

      Natalie wasn’t the kind of person to lie or lead me on. Why was I so bothered by her ex? “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Thought you didn’t want to talk about it,” Sully teased.

      “I’ve known about Christopher since our first date.” I ignored him and turned to Hudson. “It shouldn’t matter that she has an ex-husband, but it bugs me.”

      “Because you finally had sex with her and now it’s real.” He shrugged.

      “That’s not—”

      “You can try and deny it all you want,” Adam said. “But Hudson’s right. Now that you’ve really fallen for her, you don’t like the idea of another man hanging around.”

      “I fell for her long before we slept together,” I said.

      “Then maybe it’s not about Natalie or Kayla or Christopher at all. Maybe it’s about Ezra,” Sully said with a shrug.

      I frowned. “What about him?”

      “It’s not like you have an ex around to coparent with.”

      “Thanks for the reminder.” I deadpanned.

      Sully held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not trying to be a dick. It’s just a thought.”

      “It makes sense though,” Adam chimed in. “Even with the divorce, Natalie, Kayla, and Christopher are already a family. For you and EZ, that’s not the case. Melissa is gone and maybe, deep down, you were hoping Natalie would fill that void not just for you, but for Ezra as well.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      The guys weren’t wrong.

      I’d thought about Natalie joining our family. I’d imagined Ezra and Kayla becoming siblings and Natalie becoming a mother figure for my son.

      “I guess with everything that happened tonight,” I said, “I realized I would never play that same roll for them.”

      “You don’t know that.” Hudson scoffed.

      “Don’t I?” I shook my head. “Kayla has a dad. She doesn’t need a new one. But EZ? He’ll never admit it, but he misses having a mom around. No one will ever replace Melissa—”

      “We know that.” Adam, the third widower at the table, raised his chin.

      “But it would be nice for Ezra to have a woman to talk to.” I sighed. “Someone to care about him the way Melissa did.”

      “And you think Natalie can be that person?” Sully stared as if I’d surprised him.

      “I know she can.”

      “But you’re worried there’s not a similar place for you in her kid’s life?” Hudson asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I guess, I am.”

      They glanced between each other. No one seemed to know what to say, and I couldn’t blame them. It was a heavy subject—especially for poker night.

      “Enough about me.” I cleared my throat. “Sully, you went on a date last night, right? How’d it go?”

      “Hell over an expensive dinner.” Closing his eyes, he shook his head slowly as if the memory caused him physical pain. “She was insane. Certifiable.”

      Hudson rolled his eyes. “You said that about the last three.”

      “This was different.” He stroked his mustache again. “She collected stuffed cats.”

      “Toys?” I grinned imagining him knocking her plushie collection off the bed.

      “No. Dead cats.” He winced. “Dead, stuffed cats.”

      “Okay, that is screwed up,” Adam laughed.

      Soon, we were all cracking up over Sully’s date. He told us all about her cat obsession and the awkward walk to the door at the end of the night. By the time he regaled us with the tale of the horrible goodnight kiss, I felt better about me and Nat.

      When the poker game ended, I sent Natalie a text, asking her how Kayla was doing.

      She never replied.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: Hey. Anything new since the make-out fiasco?

        Kayla: My mom’s been trying to make me talk about it.

        Ezra: Are you still freaked out?

        Kayla: Extremely, but my dad’s here. He’s spending the night.

        Ezra: In her room? They’re getting back together?

        Kayla: Looks like it.

        Ezra: He’s sleeping in her room?

        Kayla: I think so. Want to hang out tomorrow?

        Kayla: EZ?

        Kayla: I guess you went to bed. Let me know.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Kayla walked into the kitchen, and I braced for impact. Over the previous week, she’d waffled between giving me the silent treatment and snapping like a rabid chihuahua.

      “Good morning.” Smiling, she practically bounced to the fridge and poured herself a glass of juice. “What are you working on?”

      “Hi, honey.” I turned to stare. “A proposal for a new restaurant.”

      This was the first time she had even made eye contact with me since that night. Seeing Dane and me kissing had affected her deeply, so much so that I’d worried she might never get over it.

      “You’re thinking about opening your own place?” Her eyes widened.

      “No…” I hesitated to mention Dane. “It’s for a friend.”

      “Oh.” She shrugged. “Still, it’s good practice for when you decide to take the plunge.”

      “Ready to talk about the other night?” I had a long list of items to discuss with her—starting with her lying.

      “I guess.” She plopped down across from me.

      “Your father and I were talking—”

      She sat straighter. “About getting back together?”

      “We’re concerned about your lying.” I resisted the urge to squirm. Calling your child a liar was never easy, but correcting inappropriate behavior was part of the job.

      She slumped her shoulders. “I wasn’t sick last weekend. I wanted to spend time with you.”

      “I understand that.” Resting my hand on hers, I met her gaze. “But you should have said that instead of pretending to be ill.”

      “I know.” She pressed her hand to her stomach. “Is that all? I’m starved.”

      “Not yet.” I’d debated on how to broach her lying about Dane and Chris’s girlfriend and had decided to go with blunt honesty. “I know you lied about your dad breaking up with Monica, and that you accused Dane of being a pot smoker.”

      “I didn’t!” She shot to her feet.

      “You did.” I motioned for her to sit. “I’m hurt that you felt the need to lie to me about your dad, but to try to ruin someone’s reputation…there could have been serious repercussions.”

      She mumbled, “I know it’s stupid, but I just wanted you and Dad to get back together.”

      “I understand, and it’s okay to want that. What isn’t okay is to manipulate people in order to get what you want.”

      Kayla glanced at me. “I didn’t mean to hurt anybody.”

      “I know, sweetheart, but you did.” I drew a deep breath. “Last month, when you lied about going to the library, and then lied to your friends about knowing how to surf, you could have been hurt.”

      She let her head fall back. “They’re all juniors and seniors…”

      “You wanted to impress them.”

      She nodded. “It backfired.”

      “Lying usually does.” I stood and refilled my coffee. “Somehow, the truth always comes out.”

      Kayla grabbed a napkin and blew her nose. “I just wanted to be cool. There’s this boy I like. He’s cute and sweet and all the girls are in love with him.”

      It’d been so long since she’d confided in me, I didn’t dare move or speak for fear she’d clam up again.

      “I’m pretty sure he likes me, but I don’t know…”

      I remembered my first crush. The only thing that was bigger than my feelings was my self-doubt. Nothing I could say would make it easier for her, but I could depart a little wisdom. “All you can do is be yourself around him and be honest.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Or not.

      “Kayla, listen to me. It’s been a while, but I went through the same thing in high school. I had a massive crush on this guy. I started dressing different, doing favors for him, anything to make him notice me…”

      “What happened?” She tilted her head.

      “His girlfriend told me to back off.” I laughed.

      She winced. “Harsh.”

      “Years later, he hit me up on social media. He said he had a huge thing for me back then but didn’t think I liked him that way.”

      Her mouth fell open. “What did you say?”

      “I told him the truth. We had a good laugh about it, and that was that.” I sipped my coffee.

      “Why? Why didn’t you meet up with him?” She stared with the same dreamy expression she’d worn while watching the latest teen romance movie. “He could be your person.”

      “This happened right after the divorce. I had you and Grandma to take care of.”

      “But Mom…” Her voice bordered on a whine. “You can’t live your life for other people. You deserve to be happy, too.”

      Staring, I arched a brow.

      Her eyes widened and a blush rose on her cheeks. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a brat, but you should find your crush again. See if he wants to meet.”

      Feeling braver, I dipped my toe into dangerous territory. “He isn’t my person… Dane is.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I held my breath, waiting for her reaction.

      Kayla sighed. “I’m sorry I overreacted so much the other night. It just…freaked me out. I’ve never seen you kiss anyone other than Dad and even that didn’t happen very often.”

      “I know.” I hated that she’d spent her early years with a less than ideal image of what a marriage should be. Maybe if Chris and I had been more affectionate, seeing me kiss another man wouldn’t have bothered her as much.

      “Walking in on you making out with Dane was…”

      “Awkward?” I offered.

      She shuddered. “To say the least.”

      “I’m really sorry you had to meet him that way. It’s not how we wanted it to happen.”

      “Duh.” Laughing, Kayla stood and dug around in the pantry. “The only thing worse would have been meeting him on a surfboard.”

      “Dane and Ezra could teach you how…if you want to learn.”

      “No thanks. I hate surfing more than I hate liver and onions.” Cereal in one hand, milk in the other, she narrowed her eyes. “You’re not going to force me into lessons, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No, but maybe dinner. Something lowkey, a way for you and Dane to meet properly. Without all the…awkwardness.”

      Kayla fell silent.

      Waiting for her answer, I pressed a hand to my stomach. If I couldn’t find a way to introduce the two most important people in my life soon, I’d develop ulcers or a nervous tick or both.

      “That’s fine,” she said. “I’m okay with you seeing him as long as he makes you happy.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Her demeanor had changed so drastically, I didn’t want to jinx it by questioning her motives. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too.”

      With that, Kayla poured herself a bowl of sugar disguised as cereal and settled beside me to eat.

      With the tension between us finally waning, I finished my coffee. I had a busy day ahead of me, helping Amy on her never-ending hunt for the perfect house. I wanted to enjoy my morning before the insanity began. Catching up with Kayla had turned out to be the perfect way to do that.

      Amy’s bright, happy face appeared in the kitchen door. “Good morning.”

      I let her in and grabbed my purse. “You’re chipper for someone who’s spent the last six months touring every available house in San Sera.”

      “I have a good feeling about this one.” She winked and turned to Kayla. “Zarah tells me you two have been hanging out a lot.”

      My daughter’s eyes widened. “Yeah, I guess.”

      Amy shot me a curious look before speaking to Kayla. “Are you going to the end of school party at Tyler and Brody’s?”

      “Not sure…I have soccer camp, and I might be at my dad’s.” She dumped half her cereal down the drain, grabbed an apple, and hustled upstairs.

      “That was weird.” Amy motioned after her.

      “Welcome to my world.” Shaking my head, I asked, “Ready to go?”

      “Uh huh.” She cast one last concerned look toward the stairs, shook her head, and followed me out.

      Amy navigated Hudson’s giant SUV out of my neighborhood and took Ocean Parkway toward the ritzy part of town. “What’s going on with Kayla? Last we spoke, she wasn’t talking to you.”

      “I don’t know. This morning, she came into the kitchen like nothing had happened. Told me she was fine with me dating Dane, as long as he made me happy.”

      Amy’s mouth fell open. “She’s fine with you and Dane now?”

      “Apparently.”

      “And you believe her?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Amy let out a low whistle and turned onto a narrow road that skirted the beach. “What exactly happened when she walked in on the two of you?”

      “She freaked out and ran to her room.”

      “No, I mean, what exactly were you and Dane doing?”

      “Not much, thankfully. We’d already gotten dressed, and we were kissing on the couch when—”

      “I’m sorry.” She whipped her head in my direction. Not cool, considering we were feet away from a ninety-degree drop off into the sea. “Gotten dressed? And you’re just telling me this now?”

      “Oh. Um. Yeah.” I pointed to the road. “Please don’t kill us. I’m really starting to like my life.”

      “Sorry.” She slowed the SUV and took a hairpin turn. “You guys finally slept together?”

      Blushing, I looked down at my hands. “Yep. We did the deed.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      Amy scoffed. “And how was it?”

      “It was amazing.” Part of me wanted to spill all my secrets and tell her every glorious detail. The other part didn’t dare. Not because I worried she’d betray my confidence—on purpose anyway.

      Amy wore her emotions like other people wore clothes. She’d never be able to keep the news from Hudson, and I didn’t want him reporting back to Dane.

      Amy grinned and squeezed my arm. “I won’t push for details, but you and I both know, Merilee won’t be satisfied until she gets a blow-by-blow account.”

      To hell with it. I can’t keep this to myself.

      “There was quite a bit of blowing going on.” I wiggled my brows.

      “Nat!” Amy laughed. “Don’t tell me anything else. I have to be able to look Dane in the eye and keep a straight face.”

      “Right. Can’t have you walking down the aisle to Hudson while thinking about Dane’s massive dick.”

      She glanced at me. “Massive good, or massive—running from the room screaming?”

      “Massive good.” I sighed remembering how he’d made my toes curl.

      We laughed like a couple of schoolgirls sneaking a peek in the boys’ locker room.

      “This is it. The real estate agent should be here soon.” She pulled into a driveway and cut the engine. The house was all angles and glass and white stone. It was big, but nothing like the massive estate she currently shared with Hudson. “Why did Kayla come home?”

      “I’m still not sure.” I leaned forward to get a better view of the house. “Christopher said that she got upset, said she missed me, and wanted to come home.”

      “And she didn’t tell you why either?”

      “No. Like I said, until this morning she was barely speaking to me at all. I’m going to ask her again tonight.” I rolled down my window. The fresh, salty air reminded me of Dane.

      A white Prius pulled in behind the SUV and a dark-haired woman exited the car with her phone pressed to her ear.

      “That’s Jenna.” Amy lowered her voice, even though there was no way the agent could hear her. “She’s a little intense, but she’s great once you get to know her.”

      “Isn’t she the one who was working for Hudson way back when?”

      “Yep, but give her a chance. I know you’ll love her.”

      I climbed out and immediately understood why Amy had warned me.

      Jenna, the real estate agent, wore a fitted navy-blue pantsuit and crisp white shirt. Her perfect posture and the bun at the nape of her neck reminded me of a ballerina. But it was her bright smile that sent up my warning flags. No one, not even salespeople, smiled like that naturally.

      And then she spoke.

      “Look, Adam. I don’t want to hear any more excuses. No. More. Cupcakes.” She glanced at us and held up a finger. “I am not a snack Nazi!”

      Amy and I exchanged amused glances.

      “You listen here—” Her face an odd shade of magenta, she pulled the cell from her ear and stared. “He hung up.”

      “Dance Douche again?” Amy made a tsking sound.

      “Yes, I swear. That man is lives to annoy me.” She smoothed her skirt and patted her hair. “Sorry about that.”

      I arched a brow. “Dance Douche?”

      “One of the dads at my daughter’s ballet studio.” She waved her hand. “Forget about him, we have a house to see.”

      I had a sneaking suspicion that whatever was going on between the real estate agent and the dance dad had nothing to do with snacks, but it wasn’t my place to ask.

      My phone vibrated in my back pocket. I pulled it out to see Dane’s name flashing on the screen. “Go ahead, I’ll catch up.”

      “Dane?” Amy bit back a grin.

      Nodding, I turned away and answered. “Hey, handsome.”

      “Hey, gorgeous.” The smile in his voice was contagious.

      “I don’t have long to talk. I’m looking at a house with Amy.”

      “No worries, I wanted to check on you and Kayla. We haven’t talked much since…”

      “I know. I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s been a hell of a week at work.”

      “No need to be sorry. I’ve been worried about you. Both of you.”

      I glanced toward the house. “Kayla seems to be okay now. She was like a different kid this morning. She went so far as to say she was fine with us dating.”

      “Do you trust it?”

      “I don’t know. It was weird, but I’ll take what I can get.”

      “I’m glad she’s okay with us. I was worried that…” He trailed off, but I didn’t need to hear the rest to know what he was thinking. The idea of Kayla hating him was almost too difficult to imagine. We both knew our children would always come first.

      “I know, but hopefully, she’s come around.”

      “I hope so. Are we still on for tonight?” He made the question seem dirty. Then again, we were having dinner at his place. I could only hope the evening would end up filthy.

      “Yep. I finished the preliminary sketches for the kitchen remodel. I can’t wait to run them by you.”

      “Can’t wait to see them. I’ll let you get back to Amy. See you tonight, beautiful.”

      “Bye.” I disconnected and headed inside.

      The moment I walked through the door, the view stole my breath. The floor-to-ceiling windows, lining the back of the house, overlooked the ocean. The space reminded me of the dining room at Casa Rosa.

      In the proposal I’d prepared for Dane and his investors, I’d outlined ways to make the large room feel cozy like the rest of the hotel. Even the proposed menu featured fresh takes on comfort foods. I’d loved the ideas at the time, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      The white terrazzo floors, muted gray walls, and white modern furniture didn’t compete with the view—they enhanced it. I could picture white linen chair covers and table cloths, and pale grey floors with hints of blue. The menu would include farm to table dishes that leaned toward the exotic and garnishments of fresh, edible flowers.

      “Nat?” Amy’s voice pulled me back to reality. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m great. This room is amazing. It’s inspired me to go in a new direction with the restaurant at Casa Rosa.”

      Still smiling, Jenna tilted her head. “Are they reopening it? I used to go there with my grandparents when I was little. It reminded me of the Russian Tea Room.”

      “Red upholstery, teal walls, and gold accents?” I cringed, imagining a beachside version of the iconic restaurant.

      “Pretty much.” Jenna’s smile softened. “Looking back, it was really gaudy, but some of my best memories are from my visits there.”

      Amy glanced between us before turning to me. “You didn’t tell me you were opening a restaurant.”

      “I’m not. I’m helping Dane come up with ideas for his remodel.”

      “That’s great.” Amy flashed me a sly smile. “You do realize he’s going to need a chef, right?”

      The thought had crossed my mind, but he hadn’t brought it up, and I didn’t feel comfortable broaching the subject. “It’s not a good idea to mix business with pleasure.”

      “I get that, but you can make it work. Look at me and Hudson.”

      “You two are the exception, not the rule.” Before she could push the subject, I turned and wandered into the kitchen. Between the white marble countertops and awesome view, I fell in love. “This house is amazing. Is it the one?”

      “I’m not sure…” She chewed her lower lip.

      Beaming, Jenna opened the wall of sliding doors. “You have to see the beach. Most homes in San Sera aren’t this close to the water.”

      Amy sighed. “I like it, but there isn’t a garage for Hudson’s cars and there’s nowhere to build one.”

      “I understand.” Jenna flipped through her leatherbound notebook. “I’ll keep looking, but have you thought about new construction?”

      Tuning them out, I walked through the rest of the house. The dining room was large enough for holiday gatherings, and the flow into the entertainment space was perfect. The primary bedroom was on the first floor, with three additional bedrooms on the second. But what sold me was the bonus room in the crow’s nest.

      Like the rest of the house, the hexagonal shaped room had panoramic views of the ocean. Unlike the rest of the house, it had a distinct Polynesian feel. The ebony wood floors were beautiful, but the builders had used the same wood for the trim and heavy beams on the ceiling.

      I can see Dane here.

      I let my imagination run wild. A desk on one side, a comfy couch on the other. Colorful surf boards on either side of the doors. I stepped outside and gasped. The balcony circled the entire room.

      This would be my space for reading, sipping coffee, watching Dane and EZ surf.

      My heart lurched. On some level I’d known for weeks, but until that moment, I hadn’t been ready to admit—I wanted forever with Dane.

      I’m in love with him.

      “Natalie?” Amy called from the top of the stairs. “Are you up there?”

      “Yep. Coming.” I rushed inside.

      She glanced around the space. “This would make a perfect meditation room. I really like this one, but it’s not going to work for Hudson.”

      “It’s an amazing house.” I ran my fingertips over the dark wood trim. “It’s a surfer’s paradise.”

      “Do you have any particular surfer in mind?” Amy slung her arm around my shoulders and guided me to the door.

      I stopped walking and met her gaze. My throat tight, I whispered, “I’m falling for him, but I’m terrified it won’t work because of the kids.”

      She drew me into a hug. “I’m so happy for you, Nat. The kids will adjust.”

      “That, or we’ll have to keep sneaking around until they go away to college.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: My mom doesn’t want to get back together with my dad.

        Ezra: But they slept together?

        Kayla: I don’t know. Maybe?

        Ezra: Did she cheat on my dad or not?

        Kayla: No. She wouldn’t do that.

        Ezra: You told me they kissed and were holding hands. What do you think happens when adults sleep over?

        Kayla: My mom wouldn’t cheat on your dad. She really likes him.

        Ezra: I can’t talk to you about this anymore. You’re going to take her side, and I’m going to take my dad’s

        Kayla: Are we still friends?

        Ezra: Always.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 17

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      After lunch with Amy, I’d rushed home and redid my proposal for Dane’s restaurant. By the time I’d showered and gotten ready for my date, I was exhausted.

      When my phone rang, I sighed before answering. “I can’t tell you how much I need tonight.”

      “Stressed?” Dane’s voice made me smile.

      “Tired, but excited to see you.” I checked my purse for my cell. “I’m leaving as soon as I can find my phone.”

      “Um, Nat?” He chuckled. “Look in your hand.”

      “Oh, geez.” Shaking my head, I said, “Did I mention I was tired?”

      “You sure you’re up for tonight?”

      “Are you kidding? A hot guy is making me a seafood feast and giving me a foot rub? I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “The foot rub can be arranged. Dinner…”

      “Uh oh. Is everything okay?”

      Dane cleared his throat. “I need to run to the store to pick up the crab legs, but I can’t seem to find my keys and—”

      “Again?” I interrupted, already irritated.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you think Ezra…?

      Dane sighed. “Probably, but he’s not around for me to ask.”

      I opened my mouth to say something snarky, but I thought better of it. Insulting Ezra wasn’t the way to start a pleasant evening with his father. And after how stressful the past week had been, all I wanted was a nice, quiet evening with my boyfriend.

      “Do you want me to pick up the crab?” I fought to keep my voice light.

      “How do you feel about pasta?”

      “Pasta is second only to tacos.”

      “Great. I’ll see you soon?” He laughed. “You have your phone?”

      “I do. And my keys. I’m leaving now.”

      My annoyance over Ezra’s latest prank was short lived. If Dane could put up with Kayla’s drama, I could do the same with his son.

      Fifteen minutes later, I smoothed my top down over my stomach and rang Dane’s bell. Barely a second passed before he swung the door open. He looked as handsome as ever in a T-shirt, low slung pajama pants, and bare feet.

      Without thinking, I threw myself into his arms.

      His kiss melted and energized me. Stress and exhaustion forgotten, I wrapped myself around him like a spider monkey.

      His hands cupping my ass, he pressed his brow to mine. “Hi there.”

      “I really missed you.” It wasn’t until I said the words that I realized how true they were.

      “I missed you too.” Dane kissed me again. “Giving you space was… harder than I care to admit.”

      “Giving me space?” I frowned.

      “Yeah. Ya know, after the Kayla stuff, I thought you might not want me calling and texting you nonstop. Plus, you were working on my proposal. I didn’t want—”

      I stopped him with another kiss. “You never have to give me space. Ever.”

      “Good to know…although, if this is how you’re going to greet me…” He set me on my feet.

      “Who says I won’t attack you after a few minutes apart?”

      “I wouldn’t complain.” Dane took my hand and led me to the kitchen.

      He’d lit two white candles and spread rose petals over the tablecloth. The lights were dimmed, and the room had a warm glow.

      “Dane,” I whispered. “This is beautiful.”

      “So are you.”

      We sat down to eat, but I could barely keep my eyes off him. He’d made spaghetti and meat sauce, and it was delicious, though his lips were truly what I wanted to taste.

      “I’m sorry it’s nothing fancy.” He chuckled. “I’m not exactly the cook in this relationship.”

      “It’s really good.”

      “I’ll tell the people over at Ragu that you think so.” He nodded to the folder sticking out of my bag. “Should we get the work part of the evening over with?”

      “I’ve decided I can’t take your money. It was like getting paid to daydream.”

      “Too bad. I’ve already cut your check.” He refilled our wine glasses.

      I pulled the proposal from my bag and handed it to him. Nerves thinning my voice, I said, “It’s different from what we originally talked about.”

      “Yeah? What made you change your mind?” He stood, grabbed a pair of reading glasses from the counter, and flipped through the folder.

      “A house Amy and I saw today. It had floor-to-ceiling windows like the dining room. When I walked in all I saw was ocean, not furniture or stuff, just the view.”

      Dane glanced up from the concept photos. “I love what you’ve done here. Tell me more about this house.”

      “It was amazing… They had this crow’s nest with a balcony. You could see the ocean from any angle, and the beach was right there, no cliffs or stairs, just steps away.” I continued to gush about the property, the room on the third floor, the kitchen.

      The more I talked about the house, the more he smiled.

      “I think I need to see it.” He glanced down at my proposal. “To fully understand your concept for the restaurant.”

      “Sure, I’ll get the agent’s number from Amy.” I nodded to the sample menu. “What do you think about the changes I made? Farm to table is more expensive, but Casa Rosa tends to attract higher end customers.”

      “I think it’s perfect. The investors are going to be chomping at the bit to get started.” He closed the folder, set it aside, and took my hands. “The plans for the new kitchen look great. Now all I need is a chef.”

      My stomach flipped.

      This is it. He’s going to ask me to run it for him.

      The front door opened, and a wild-haired teen boy walked in.

      “Hey, kiddo.” Dane waved to his son.

      “Hey, Dad. Oh…” Ezra froze when he saw me sitting at the table. “Brody bailed on pizza at the last minute… I’ll go hang on the beach or something.”

      “Stay.” Dane said, rising to his feet. “I’ll get you a plate.”

      “Um, sure.” He looked everywhere except at me as he pulled up a chair.

      Dane hurried around the kitchen gathering flatware and filling a plate with pasta. “EZ, this is Natalie. Nat, this is Ezra.”

      My pulse roaring in my ears, I turned to him and smiled. “It’s really nice to meet you.”

      “Thanks.” Ezra sat.

      “How was school today?” I asked because I was lame and couldn’t think of anything more interesting to talk about.

      “School’s been out for over a week.”

      “Oh right…” I wanted to bang my head against the table.

      Dane glanced up from the stove. “How was practice?”

      Ezra shrugged. “It was good, I guess.”

      “That’s good.” I gulped down half my wine.

      He set Ezra’s plate down, and the boy turned his full attention to the food.

      I glanced at Dane.

      He hitched a shoulder. His bouncing knee and tight jaw told me he was nervous. “This is nice, right?”

      “Really nice.” I wanted to face palm. Every time I opened my mouth, I sounded like a freaking parrot.

      “Sure,” Ezra mumbled.

      Dane tried a few more times to start a conversation, but Ezra wasn’t in a talking mood. I wanted to ask him more questions, get to know him a little, but I didn’t want to annoy him.

      “I’m stuffed.” Ezra’s fork clattered onto his still half-full plate. “I’ll let you two be alone.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

      “It’s cool. I’ve got stuff to do.”

      Ezra stood and picked up his plate. His gaze darted from me to his dad before he lurched forward.

      His leftover pasta seemed to move in slow motion right down the front of my shirt.

      “Ezra!” Dane yelled, jumping to his feet.

      The boy startled and managed to spill wine on the proposal I’d spent the afternoon creating.

      I blinked, shocked. “The folder for the investors.”

      “Shit.” Dane removed it from the puddle and set it on the kitchen counter.

      “I didn’t mean to.” Ezra shrugged.

      “It’s okay.” I scooped the noodles off my chest. “You tripped.”

      “Yeah. I tripped.” Ezra strolled out of the room without another word.

      Dane and I watched him go, too stunned to speak.

      “I’ll get you a shirt,” Dane said, his ears bright red. “But from personal experience, you’re going to need a shower to get the garlic smell out of your hair.”

      “Never going to live that down.” I smiled for his sake, but I wanted to cry. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized the splatter radius included my hair.

      “Nope.” He pulled me to my feet. “Look on the bright side. At least we weren’t making out.”

      I wasn’t sure that made me feel better. Had I been doing something, anything, to deserve getting a plate of pasta dumped on me, I would have understood. But this? This was unprovoked.

      “I should go home and reprint the proposal.”

      And shower in my own bathroom.

      “Please, stay. It’s important that he understand he can’t run you off with a plate of spaghetti.”

      Unlike Kayla running him off with a temper tantrum.

      I hung my head. “Okay.”

      Dane led me through his room to the en suite. “Make yourself at home. I’ll leave a shirt and some shorts on the bed for you.”

      I would have loved for him to stay, but with a broody teen upstairs, it was inappropriate. “Thanks.”

      By the time I’d showered and changed, Dane had done something with my jeans and top, and had cleaned up the kitchen.

      He turned and grinned. “I like you in my clothes.”

      Self-conscious, I tugged the basketball shorts higher up my hips. “They’re big, but comfy. Did you put my things in the wash?”

      “I don’t have a machine up here.” He set two steaming cups of coffee on the table. “I sent them down to be cleaned.”

      “Thank you.” I sat and stared at the wine-stained proposal. “How bad is it?”

      “It’s toast. Can you email a copy to me before eleven tomorrow?” He placed a sugar bowl and creamer on the table.

      “Sure, but do you have a nice folder? I really wanted it to look professional.” My voice cracked. I’d worked too hard on the proposal for his investors to discount it because it looked like a fifth-grade history report.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      I couldn’t seem to shake my gloom and doom mood. Part of it was I felt guilty for asking him to leave when Kayla had freaked out. The more troubling part was, I hadn’t stopped to think about how he’d felt. How awful it was to have a kid despise you without bothering to take the time to get to know you.

      “I’m sorry he did that.” Dane slid the sugar bowl toward me. “You and I both know he didn’t trip.”

      “No, but now that the shoe’s on the other foot, I think I owe you an apology. I was so busy worrying about Kayla, that I didn’t stop to think how you felt when she burst in on us.” I scooped two teaspoons of sugar into my coffee.

      “Nat, we’re parents first…at least until they’re mature responsible adults.” He laughed but it lacked humor. “The situation with Kayla was different. She was upset. EZ was just…”

      “Quiet, but no less upset.” I took a sip of coffee, then gagged and immediately spit it all over the kitchen table. Sputtering, I set the mug down and looked up at Dane.

      “What is it?” he asked, alarmed.

      “That’s disgusting.” I coughed and swallowed hard, trying to rid myself of the horrible taste.

      Frowning, Dane took a sip from my mug, then pulled a sour face. He grabbed the sugar bowl, pinched a bit between his fingers, and sprinkled it onto his tongue. “Salt.”

      “Salt?”

      He nodded. “Ezra must have switched it out. Probably when I was getting you something to wear. Why would he want to ruin our date?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      My stomach twisted as the truth set in—our kids were trying to sabotage our relationship.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: Your mom is horrible.

        Kayla: You met her? Wait. I thought we weren’t talking about this anymore?

        Ezra: We aren’t. And don’t worry. I’m going to break them up.

        Kayla: How?

        Ezra: Tell my dad she’s cheating on him.

        Kayla: EZ! Please don’t! My mom will know I told you, and I’ll get in trouble.

        Ezra: Then how? Nothing we’ve done has worked.

        Kayla: Please don’t say anything.

        Ezra: I’ll think about it, but my dad has a right to know.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 18

          

          

      

    

    






DANE

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks after I cooked for Natalie, things with our kids had only gotten worse. The first time we spent the night together at the hotel, someone pulled the fire alarm. Twice.

      The next time Natalie had dinner at my house, Ezra invited half the senior class to come over and watch slasher films. He’d sworn he’d cleared it with me, but I knew better.

      Worse, the kid was barely speaking to me. When he did, it was in one syllable words or grunts.

      I had to admit, some of their pranks were funny. A few of them harkened back to my summer camp days and made me fight back a laugh, but the underlying reason for the pranks was worrisome. Neither Natalie nor I understood where it was coming from or why both of our children continued to lie to us about their true feelings.

      When I arrived at Natalie’s house, she was waiting for me on her front porch. The second I saw her deep green eyes, my concerns disappeared. No number of childish pranks was going to keep me away from her.

      “Hello, beautiful.” Leaning down, I placed a kiss on her soft lips before sitting beside her. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Waiting for you.” She rested her head on my shoulder. “I missed you this week.”

      “Me too, babe. Me too.”

      We held hands and lapsed into a comfortable silence. There was something about Natalie—that made me feel at ease. After the week I’d had with contractors and licensing boards, she was like a breath of fresh air.

      “What do you want to do for dinner tonight?” Natalie asked.

      “I’m good with anything,” I said.

      She rolled her lips in. “Kayla decided to stay home. We usually have pizza on the odd weekends she doesn’t go to her dads.”

      “Pizza works.” I’d hoped we could spend some time alone together. We had adult things to discuss, and we could both use a few kid-drama-free hours. But I couldn’t complain about Kayla’s presence. She lived there. I didn’t.

      “Do you think Ezra might want to join us?” Natalie gave me a wary look.

      I shook my head. “He’s surfing until sunset, getting ready for the next competition.”

      “Okay.” She lowered her gaze.

      Squeezing her hand, I drew her eyes back to mine. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” she said with a sigh. “I just… I don’t know… Being with you is incredible. It’s everything I didn’t even realize I wanted. It’s almost perfect, except—”

      “Our kids.”

      “Yes.”

      It was my turn to sigh. “I wish I understood.”

      “I tried talking to Kayla again.”

      “And?”

      She shook her head. “I would have had an easier time having a conversation with a rock.”

      “It’s the same with EZ. Maybe we should ground them,” I said, only half joking.

      “Until when? They decide to tell us why they’re trying to come between us?” Natalie chuckled.

      “There’s always Chinese water torture.”

      “Somehow, I think they could hold out longer than us,” Natalie said.

      I sighed again. “Sadly, you’re probably right.”

      “Let’s see how tonight goes.” She stood and tugged me to the front door.

      “Kayla’s inside?” I dug my feet in unsure if I was ready to face the teenager.

      “Yes.” She stared at the unassuming front door, squared her shoulders, and raised her chin. “We’ve got this.”

      “Family pizza night. Let’s do it.”

      Natalie’s cheeks flushed, making her look younger and more beautiful. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Sound of what? Doing it?” I teased.

      She rolled her eyes. “Family. We’re a long way from the Brady Bunch, but everyone needs goals, right?”

      My stomach flipped in the best way. “Come here.”

      She flashed me a coy grin and slipped her arms around me. “Kiss me.”

      I gave her a quick peck and a tight hug. “The last thing we need is Kayla catching us again.”

      “You’re right.” Natalie pressed her brow to my chest. “Who would have thought we’d have a couple of teenaged cock-blockers?”

      I froze.

      “What?” She laughed and pulled my arm.

      “That word on your lips made things…hard.” “I glanced down.

      Staring at my crotch, she licked her lips.

      “Not helping, Nat.” I cleared my throat and thought about my granny, EZ’s foot-stench, cream cheese, sour cream, yogurt, and other forms of solidified sour milk.

      “Sorry. Not sorry.” She pecked my cheek. “Come in when you’re…not standing at attention.”

      Kayla was nothing but pleasant during dinner. We ate, we laughed, we had a great time. Kayla was obviously a good kid, all the pranks notwithstanding, and Natalie was responsible for that. She was a great mother.

      “When does soccer season start?” I asked.

      “Not until the beginning of next school year,” Kayla said. “But I have soccer camp all summer.”

      “Really? I thought you guys just finished,” I said.

      Kayla nodded, swallowing another bite of pizza. “We did. Boot camp. Now the hard work starts.”

      “Wow. That’s some serious dedication.”

      She shrugged. “We want to win state. We’re going to win state.”

      “I’m sure you will. I can’t wait to see that.”

      Kayla blinked, and I realized my mistake. I didn’t want to freak her out with too much talk of the future, but I intended on being with Natalie for a long time. I liked the idea of going with her to Kayla’s soccer games and cheering her on from the sidelines.

      “That is, if you’re okay with that,” I added quickly.

      Kayla shrugged again. “Sure. Whatever. It’s not as exciting as surfing though.”

      “Hey, I’m sure it’s more exciting.” I finished my soda and set the glass down.

      “Way more exciting,” Natalie teased. “At least with soccer there’s some competition.”

      “Oh, and with surfing there’s not?” I scoffed.

      “It’s not like two guys are both surfing the same wave at the same time, right?” Kayla asked, teaming up with her mom.

      “The judges score each surfer on their technique, speed, and power, but the real competition is between you and the wave.” I held my arms out wide. “It’s man against nature. What bigger competition is there?”

      They laughed.

      “I’m sure it’s very, very exciting.” Kayla rolled her eyes.

      “I checked out some videos of you on YouTube.” Natalie shuddered. “I for one am kind of glad you aren’t doing that anymore.”

      I frowned. “I still surf.”

      “Not competitively,” Natalie said. “And not all over the world, right?”

      I wasn’t sure where she was going with this. “I won’t be competing, but I’m looking forward to hitting some of my old haunts when I’m traveling with EZ.”

      The color drained from her face. “Please tell me you’re not going to surf the monster waves in Portugal or Tahiti.”

      “I don’t plan on taking on any skyscrapers. I know my limits, but I’m not ready to hang up my board just yet.” I appreciated the fact she was concerned for my safety, but I wasn’t sure what I’d do if she tried to lay down the law. I’d never had to seek permission to do what I loved. Melissa had understood the sport, the risks, and why I took them.

      “But…some of those waves are thirty-feet tall. You yourself said they could kill you.” Her voice thinned. “Maybe you should stick to surfing here, in California.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her some parts of Cali had enormous waves—but Kayla interrupted me.

      “Don’t fool yourself. There’s this place called Mavericks. EZ said the waves can be sixty feet—” She clamped her mouth shut.

      Natalie and I froze.

      “You two are friends?” Natalie asked.

      “No! I… I mean… Yes. Kind of. Technically. I don’t know. We know each other a little.”

      I leaned back in my chair and glanced at Natalie. She caught my eye at the same time. With a raise of her eyebrows, I knew she was thinking the same thing I was—our kids had been in cahoots.

      “I’m glad to finally know the truth.” Natalie folded her arms.

      “It’s not like it’s a big deal,” Kayla said. “We know some of the same people.”

      “All the pranks.” She shook her head. “You two worked together to break us up?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Kayla stood and dumped her paper plate in the trash. “I have to watch the recordings of practice before morning. May I be excused please?”

      Natalie sighed. “I thought we were having dessert?”

      Kayla hesitated.

      Her mom grinned.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. We were obviously not going to get any more information out of Kayla tonight but enticing her with sweets was a smart move on Natalie’s part. And Kayla knew it.

      “Fine.” Kayla fought back a smile. “But I’m not talking about Ezra.”

      “Deal,” I said. “Frankly, I talk about EZ all the time. I could use a little break.”

      Natalie and Kayla laughed at my bad joke, and we turned the conversation away from Ezra and Kayla’s friendship as Natalie brought a plate of homemade chocolate cream filled cookies to the table. She poured each of us a glass of milk before sitting back down beside me.

      Natalie swatted my hand away when I reached for the first cookie. “Ladies first.”

      “Beauty before age.” Kayla snagged one before her mom had the chance.

      Natalie gasped and pressed her hand over her heart. “Are you saying I’m not beautiful?”

      The whole exchange was silly, but it made me smile. I could see Ezra here with us one day, joining in on the jokes and teasing. He and Kayla could fight over dessert like brother and sister.

      Kayla placed a stack of cookies on a plate and handed it to me. “Mom and I made these for you.”

      “Thanks.” Remembering the whoopie pies, I forced a smile and popped one into my mouth.

      And immediately wanted to spit it back out.

      The horrid taste of curdled milk coated my tongue. I guzzled my drink, but the actual milk only exacerbated the problem.

      Where the hell is the mint coming from?

      “What’s wrong?” Natalie took a bite of her cookie. Her face twisted and she spat the it out on her plate. Grabbing her glass of milk, she took a long chug to clean the horrible taste out of her mouth.

      “What is that?” I grabbed my napkin and wiped my tongue in hopes of removing the foulness.

      Natalie shook her head and drank another long sip.

      Across the table, Kayla rolled with laughter.

      Gingerly, I picked up a cookie and sniffed. “Cream cheese and toothpaste?”

      She couldn’t even nod, she was so overcome with amusement. Tears filled her eyes as she left the table without a word.

      I heard the door to her bedroom click shut and fought back my own laughter as Natalie’s eyes met mine.

      “Well,” I chuckled. “I guess they aren’t done yet.”

      “This isn’t funny!” Natalie shouted.

      Snorting, I said, “I mean…”

      “Dane!”

      “You should have seen your face.” I couldn’t stop laughing.

      Natalie giggled. “We can’t encourage her.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “This has to stop.” Her laughter faded.

      “Or we could get even.”

      Natalie pointed at me. “I like the way you think, but I want to know how long she and Ezra have been hanging out.”

      My mood immediately darkened. It wasn’t like Ezra to keep things from me. Why wouldn’t he have told me he was friends with my girlfriend’s daughter? Was Kayla the sophomore he’d been hanging out with for months?

      “Tomorrow,” I said again. “We’ll figure it out tomorrow. Tonight…”

      I trailed off suggestively, letting my grin fill in the blanks.

      “You still haven’t had dessert.” Natalie trailed her hand down my chest. “But we can’t. Kayla’s upstairs.”

      “Hey, Kayla?” I used my best dad voice.

      She came halfway down the stairs. “Yeah?”

      “Your mom and I are going for a drive.”

      “Where to?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “The house that inspired her vision for my restaurant.” Trying to play it cool, I hitched my shoulder. “Want to come?”

      “Ugh. No thanks. Have fun.” She trudged back upstairs.

      Natalie arched a brow. “Inviting her to come along was brilliant, but I’d rather not lie to her.”

      “I wasn’t lying.” I pulled a business card from my pocket and handed it to her. “Jenna gave me the door code. She said to take as much time as we needed…taking pics and getting to know the space.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: EZ there’s something I need to tell you.

        Ezra: Okay

        Kayla: I really like your dad, and my mom is really happy.

        Ezra: But she cheated on him.

        Kayla: I’m not sure she did. I could have been wrong.

        Ezra: Yeah. Not buying it. I’m going to tell him what’s going on.

        Kayla: Okay. True confession time.

        Ezra: …

        Kayla: I really like you. Not just as a friend. I think they’d be okay with us, as long as we stop trying to break them up.

        Ezra: I can’t have a girlfriend. I’ll be traveling too much.

        Kayla: I’ll wait for you.

        Ezra: Kay. I’m sorry. I’m not into you like that.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 19

          

          

      

    

    






DANE

        

      

    

    
      I held Natalie’s hand as I drove down the winding road. I hadn’t planned to bring her to the house, not yet, but I hoped to do it again and again for the rest of our lives.

      The future I’d imagined for us would be incredible. I just hoped she’d agree.

      “We’re moving full steam ahead with the renovations.” I glanced at her.

      “That’s great.” She squeezed my fingers.

      “Would you consider a partnership?”

      The way her brow furrowed was so freaking adorable, I wanted to pull over and kiss her.

      “What kind of partnership?”

      Every kind. Business, personal, in life, forever. Whatever you want.

      “I need a chef.” I cleared my throat and tried again. “I want you to be the head chef in the new restaurant, but I won’t ask you to give up Della’s Delights. Can we figure out a way for you to do both?”

      “Before I answer that.” She turned to face me. “You are more important to me that any job.”

      “I know that.”

      She rolled her lips in as if to keep her thoughts from spilling out of her mouth.

      “Talk to me.” I slowed to take a hairpin turn and rethought the wisdom of having a serious conversation while driving at night, on a freaking cliff.

      “I would never want our work relationship to mess up what we have.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her that would never happen, but she held up her hand.

      “Let me finish.” She drew a deep breath. “At the same time, I can’t commit to a job that could become difficult if we ever break up.”

      “I understand that, but I don’t intend to lose you.”

      “I don’t want to lose you either, but…” She sighed. “You and I both know that things happen.”

      I couldn’t help but think about Melissa. “You’re right.”

      “Give me some time to think about it.” She brought our entwined hands to her face and kissed the back of mine. “But to answer your original question, I’d sell Della’s Delights.”

      “Really?” I pulled into the driveway and hoped like hell Natalie didn’t notice the under contract sign near the street.

      “Working for my mom wasn’t supposed to be a long-term thing. I stayed on when she got sick and ran it after she died, but catering isn’t my passion.” She leaned forward and stared at the house through the windshield. “Damn it. I was hoping I’d romanticized it, but this place is even more beautiful than I remembered.”

      Laughing, I asked, “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Yes. Because I’m really tired of house hunting with Amy. This place is incredible, but she didn’t like it because it didn’t have a garage for Hudson’s toys.”

      “The guy collects cars like I collect surfboards.”

      “Right, but boards don’t require massive amounts of square footage.” She opened her door. “I wish they’d face facts. Their place is perfect for them.”

      I’d thought the same thing when Hudson had told me they were looking for something smaller and closer to the water. “Why does she want to move?”

      “He bought the house with his first wife. Amy wants something that’s more…theirs.” Natalie climbed out and zeroed in on the sign. “Oh wow. Someone bought it.”

      “Looks that way.” I came around to her side of the truck, took her hand, and led her to the front door.

      “Should we be here? I mean…what if the new owners come? Is has to be illegal to have sex in someone else’s house.” She glanced around as if expecting the police to show up and arrest us.

      “Relax.” I entered the code and ushered her inside. “Real estate agents put a sign up the second the offer is accepted. The new people won’t close on the house until July 17th.”

      “That’s an oddly specific time frame.” She stared.

      “Lucky guess.” I backed her against the wall. My body pressed against hers, I kissed her until she relaxed into me. “Are we doing this?”

      “July 17th isn’t that far away… We should get naked. Now. Times a wasting.”

      “Come on.” Knowing exactly where I wanted to make love to her, I pulled her away from the wall and led her to the staircase.

      “Are we going to the crow’s nest?” Her voice came out breathy.

      “We are.” I made it to the second-floor landing, when she stopped walking.

      “There isn’t any furniture up there or rugs or blankets.”

      “Good point.” I glanced up and down the hall trying to remember which room had the biggest bed. I settled for the closest door.

      I bent low, caught her around the thighs, and hoisted her to my shoulder.

      Natalie squealed. “You’re going to put your back out!”

      I slapped her ass hard enough to make her yelp. “I’m more than capable of carrying my woman off to have my way with her.”

      To prove my point, I dropped her onto the king-sized bed. Looking down at her, I was caught off guard by two thoughts. One, this was the first time we were having sex in what I hoped would be our house. And two, how bad we needed to release tension, to clear our heads, to reconnect with one another.

      Which is why I debated stopping her when she loosened my pants and pulled my cock out. It’s why I questioned the wisdom of tangling my fingers in her hair when she sucked my length into her mouth. It’s why I regretted the moan coming from my lips when she did something fantastic with her tongue.

      Nat glanced up and met my gaze. The corners of her lips curled, she pulled her head back and licked a long, slow, line along the bottom of my shaft.

      “There’s a million-dollar view…” I locked my knees to keep them from going out from beneath me.

      She cupped my balls and sparks shot through me. If I didn’t put an end to this soon, I’d never get inside her tight little body.

      “But you have to stop.” I stepped back, hooked my hands under her arms, and pulled her to her feet.

      Natalie reached for me again. “I don’t want to stop. I want this.” She squeezed hard enough to get my attention. “In my mouth.”

      I gave her a playful shove and she fell back onto the bed. Laughing, she stretched out like a giant cat before shimmying out of her jeans and panties.

      I toed off my shoes and followed her lead. Once we were both bare, I lifted her foot and placed a kiss on the inside of her arch, her ankle, her calf. Working my way up her body, I sucked and nibbled on every part of her except between her legs and her pretty pink nipples.

      Natalie moaned and writhed, urging my head lower. “Please, Dane.”

      “Tell me what you want.” I circled her naval with my tongue.

      She arched her back and let out a noise somewhere between a moan and a growl.

      The sound made my already hard cock jolt.

      “I want you to go down on me. Your fingers inside me. Then I want you to flip me over and do me from behind, hard. And fast, and—”

      I slid two fingers into her wet heat and dipped my head to breathe in her scent.

      “Oh God…yes.” She arched her back. “More, I need more.”

      I buried my face in her pussy, lapping at her clit before drawing it into my mouth and sucking hard. In two heartbeats, Natalie squeezed down on my fingers and went off like a bottle rocket.

      When she came down, she made a humming sound and reached for me. “That was… I really needed that.”

      “We aren’t done, babe. Not by a longshot.” I brushed my lips across hers. “Flip over.”

      She sat upright, wrinkled her nose, and glanced down.

      Not exactly the expression I wanted to see on the woman I was desperate to be inside.

      “There’s a giant wet spot. We should have taken the comforter off.” She motioned to the soft—rather expensive looking—duvet.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I kissed my way down her neck, desperate to get her out of her head.

      “But…”

      “Less thinking. More touching.” I tangled one hand in her hair and tugged her head back to give me more access to her throat.

      Natalie moaned out a sigh, but the tension in her body told me she was still worried about the damned blanket.

      If I had any hope of getting her to relax, I had to tell her what I’d done. “It’s mine.”

      “Yes, I’m yours.” She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me down to rest on top of her.

      “Good to know, but I meant the blanket.” I drew her earlobe into my mouth before whispering. “I bought the house and everything in it.”

      Natalie sat up so quick, our heads collided. Or more specifically, her forehead slammed against my cheekbone.

      If she was hurt, she didn’t show it. She just sat there gaping at me like a fish on the shore. “The owners sold you their linens?”

      Of all the questions I’d expected her to ask, that one hadn’t made the list.

      Grinning, I said, “Babe, this is all staging. Jenna had the entire house furnished before she listed it.”

      “Oh!” Her laughter bordered on hysterical. “That makes sense…but how did you… I mean, this property was listed for millions.”

      I sat beside her. Close, but not close enough for another collision. “Nat…I’m a five-time world champion.”

      She nodded. “Right?”

      I’d grown up in a poor family. What we’d lacked in stuff, we’d more than made up for with love, but my parents had never talked about money. Thanks to surfing, I had more than I needed, but throwing numbers around still made me feel skeevy.

      I tried a different route. “Babe, there’s a clothing and surfboard line with my name on them.”

      She nodded slowly. “But you were so worried about the investors…”

      “Yes, but I don’t need their cash. I didn’t know anything about the hospitality business when I started. It seemed wise to partner with people who did.” I brushed her hair back from her face.

      Her eyes widened. “This house. It’s really yours?”

      “Not until July 17th, but close enough.” I chose my words carefully, afraid I’d spook her. “After you told me about it, I had to see it for myself. You were right. It’s a surfer’s paradise.”

      “I knew you’d love it the second I walked in the door.” She glanced around the room as if seeing it for the first time.

      “I do…but not as much as I love you.” I held my breath, waiting for her response.

      “I love you, too.” She tackled me. Pinning me to the bed, she kissed my lips, cheeks, face, neck. “So much. So damned much.”

      The feel of her on top of me was enough to make me hard. Who was I kidding? I’d been sporting wood since we’d walked in the door, and definitely since the short blowjob.

      Natalie sat up and straddled me. The mischievous glint in her eye was adorable. “We should christen every room and the balcony.”

      “We will, but not tonight. Kayla will get suspicious if I keep you out too late.”

      “You’re right. We should hurry.” She kissed me again and rocked her hips against my cock.

      The friction was nice, but I wanted her wet heat, and I wanted it bad. “We should.”

      She rose to her knees and sank down on me inch by glorious inch. Our physical connection blew my mind. Her heat, her arousal, her tight muscles around my cock. Every time she rose and fell, I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from finishing entirely too soon.

      I could stay inside her for eternity, and it wouldn’t be long enough.

      Nat leaned forward and set a mesmerizingly slow rhythm. Lucky for me, her breast was close enough to kiss. I lifted my head and flicked my tongue over the tip, and her inner muscles clenched around my dick. At this rate, I’d never hold out long enough for her to come again.

      I wrapped my arms around her, flipped her to her back, and gave her one hard thrust before lifting her legs to my shoulders.

      Natalie cried out. A mixture of moans and yes, please, now, harder spilling from her lips, but the best part was when she sighed out my name like it was the greatest word in the English language.

      I couldn’t hold back another second. Thrusting, harder, faster, deeper, I lost myself in her body, her sounds, her smells.

      “So good, Dane. So good. Don’t stop.” Nat raked her nails down my back.

      The pain didn’t register. Every neuron in my brain had a singular focus, to come. My muscles tightened, and a tingling warmth settled in my belly—and exploded through me.

      A split second later, Nat followed me into the land of bliss.

      I lowered her legs and crawled over her again. Kissing and licking her gorgeous breasts, before collapsing beside her. I couldn’t move if I wanted to. It was as if I’d shot all my energy inside her with my orgasm. The sensation reminded me of floating between waking and sleeping, when everything was soft and flowy and peaceful.

      “I can’t believe you bought the house.” She snuggled against me.

      “Mmm.” I ran my hand down her side to her hip. I loved that she wasn’t Hollywood thin. Her fleshy hips and tummy gave me something to hold on to. Every scar and stretchmark told the story of her life, of a woman, a mom, a freaking goddess.

      “I wasn’t going to tell you, yet. I wanted to wait.” My voice sounded far away.

      “Why?” Her fingertips trailed up and down my arm light enough to raise goosebumps.

      “Because I bought it for us.” I met her gaze and bared my soul. “I’m terrified this is all a dream, and I’ll wake up and realize you’re not here.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: Will you answer me please!
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Dane reached across the center console to take my hand. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I felt as if I’d woken in someone else’s dream. Never, in my wildest imagination, had I thought someone like Dane would fall for me. Nor had I thought I’d feel this way about another human being. It’d never been this way for me before. I’d never understood it when people said they knew they’d found the one.

      But I knew.

      Beyond a shadow of a doubt.

      Dane was the one.

      Whatever nonsense was going on around us would work itself out because love conquered all.

      Dane kissed me at the stop sign before turning onto my street. In the driveway, he kissed me again.

      I ran my fingers down the side of his neck, moaning against his lips. “Come inside?”

      “That’s not a good idea…But one day, we’ll never have to sleep apart.” He nodded to the house. “Soon. I promise.”

      “Soon.” I kissed him again, lingering longer this time. Finally, I managed to wrench myself away from him and make my way inside.

      Still grinning from an amazing night, I didn’t notice that the living room light was on until I was halfway to the couch.

      Kayla glanced up and choked out a sob.

      I froze, still holding my keys. My mind spun with possible reasons for my child to be crumpled on the couch, holding a throw pillow against her chest, weeping. Had she tried to call me? Had something happened with Chris? One of her friends? Had someone died?

      “What’s wrong?” I ran to her. “What happened?”

      She shook her head.

      “You’re scaring me. Is everything okay?” I winced at the question. Everything was not okay, far from it, but I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t help her, or fix the problem, if I didn’t know what was going on.

      Kayla clung to me.

      I held her close. “Sweetheart, talk to me.”

      “I’m okay. I just want to go to bed.” She cleared her throat.

      “But—”

      “Can we talk in the morning?” She stared, her eyes still wide and shiny with tears.

      “Okay. If you’re sure, but I’ll be right across the hall if you—”

      Her phone buzzed and she snatched it from beneath the blanket. Eyes glued to the screen, she pressed her hand to her mouth, but it did nothing to stop the wail.

      My heart shattered into a million tiny pieces. “Please talk to me.”

      Kayla shook her head and continued reading. I watched helplessly as her eyes filled with tears.

      When the first one fell and landed on her phone screen, I couldn’t take it anymore and pulled her into my arms. “Shhh…I’m here, baby girl. I’m here.”

      I held her while she broke into fresh sobs. Nothing I said seemed to help. No amount of consolation did anything to curb her crying. I tried asking her again what was wrong. She said nothing. I tried to reach for her phone, to find out for myself who had made her cry. She jerked it away. Even when the sobs finally stopped, her tears kept streaming.

      “Honey,” I said, smoothing her hair off her tear-stained face. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      Kayla sniffed and sat up. “It’s nothing.”

      “Nothing? Nothing wouldn’t make you cry like this.”

      “It’s just… I don’t know, it’s stupid.”

      I touched her cheek. “Anything that can hurt you this much is not stupid.”

      She hesitated.

      I knew she wanted to tell me, but for some reason, she was holding back. I was seconds away from pulling the mom card and demanding to see her phone, if only to understand what had happened.

      She sucked in a deep breath. “It’s a boy.”

      I nodded.

      “And he doesn’t like me.”

      I sighed. “Oh sweetie. I’m sorry.”

      Kayla wiped her nose with the back of her hand. For a second, she seemed like a little kid again, and I almost wished she still was. Then she wouldn’t be crying over a boy. Then I wouldn’t feel so helpless watching her go through her first heartbreak.

      “Did he tell you himself?” I asked.

      Kayla nodded. “I told him I liked him. He said he didn’t feel the same way. He just wants to be friends.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being friends,” I said.

      “But that’s not what I want!”

      I took her hand. “I know. And right now, it’s probably too soon for that. But if you and this boy were friends before all of this, then I’m sure you’ll find your way back to that someday.”

      “I don’t know…” She rested her head on my lap. “It’s all so…complicated and hard and I don’t know if I even want to be friends with him anymore.”

      I stroked her hair.

      Her eyes grew heavy as if she’d cried herself out. Sleep was the best thing for her. Her problems would still be there in the morning, but maybe, just maybe, when the shock wore off, she’d see things differently.

      I had one more question to ask before she drifted off to sleep. “Who is he?”

      Kayla tensed under my hand. Slowly, she sat up and tucked her feet under her. “Promise you won’t freak out?”

      “I promise.”

      Biting her lower lip, she handed me the phone.

      I unlocked it and went to her messages.

      At first, I didn’t understand. Then everything clicked into place.

      She had a crush on Ezra.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: Are you awake?

        Ezra: Kayla?

        Ezra: Kayla, come on, answer me.

        Ezra: I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I had no idea you liked me like that. I thought we were just friends. Best friends. Talk to me and we can figure this out.

        Ezra: Please say something…

        Ezra: I’ll leave you alone. Just know that I’m sorry.

        Ezra: And I miss you.
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      I’d barely spoken to Natalie since I’d told her I loved her.

      Something was going on with Kayla. Something Nat said she’d tell me in person. The problem was, neither of us could spare an hour to meet.

      The previous week had been a nightmare with Ezra, and work on the new restaurant was keeping me busy. So much so, when she’d called to cancel our standing Friday night date to spend time with Kayla, I couldn’t help but think it was for the best. Ezra and I needed some time to talk. Just the two of us.

      The next day, I texted Natalie to enjoy her time with Kayla, but she never responded. I figured she was busy taking care of her daughter, and I vowed to do the same with Ezra.

      “We need to talk.” I zipped my wetsuit and stretched from side to side. It’d been a while since I’d done any physical activity, sex included.

      EZ waxed his board hard enough to snap the damned thing in half. “About?”

      “For starters, your coach called this morning. Said you skipped three practice sessions last week.”

      “I…”

      I waited for Ezra to say something more, but eventually he closed his mouth. Shaking his head, he focused on his board.

      “What’s going on, kid?” I asked. “This isn’t like you. You’ve never skipped practice before.”

      “That’s not true,” Ezra said without looking at me.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Oh? When else?”

      “I don’t keep a journal. I don’t have the exact dates.”

      I drew a breath to ease my temper. He was baiting me, but it was my decision to bite or not to bite. “I logged into IU. You’re already behind on your summer classes.”

      “It’s not a big deal. It’s an online class, go at your own pace. No one cares as long as I finish the semester on time.”

      “I do.”

      Ezra groaned. “Dad, come on, what does it matter? I’ll get it all done before August.”

      “This is your down time before you leave for Hawaii.” The thought of him going so far from home made my chest hurt, but he wouldn’t be going anywhere if he didn’t get his shit together. “EZ, the deal was you’d complete the summer classes to lessen your school load during winter competition season.”

      “I said I’d get it done,” Ezra snapped.

      My instinct was to fire back, continue the argument and let my anger get the better of me. But that would get me nowhere. “Look, I’m worried.”

      “And I’m telling you, you don’t need to be.”

      “But I am.” I folded my arms. “I’m sorry, kid, but if you don’t stop skipping practice and start working on your classes, you won’t be competing this year.”

      Ezra stood and tucked his board under his arm. “Fine. Is that it?”

      “No. Until I know I can trust you to be where you’re supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there, you’re grounded.”

      “What?” Ezra glared. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

      I stared him down. “You can’t be surprised. What did you think was going to happen when I found out you’ve been lying to me about where you’re going?”

      “This is bullshit!”

      “Watch it.”

      “You’re grounding me because I missed a couple of practices that don’t mean shit anyway? This is ridiculous!” Shaking his head, he bounded for the water. “Come on, old man. I’ll show you I don’t need the extra practice.”

      Ezra’s outburst shed more light on the situation than anything else he’d said all night. This angry, explosive person was not the kid I knew. For him to act this way, something had to be weighing on him. Something heavy.

      “EZ.” I followed him but stopped at the water’s edge.

      “Enough. I don’t want to talk to you about any of this. I’m grounded. Fine. Whatever.” He paddled out past the breakers, sat up and stared back at me.

      Ezra’s glare left me speechless. Never in his life had my son ever looked at me that way. I had no idea what to say or what to do.

      Something had to change. Whatever was going on with Ezra was big. I had to find a way to reach him, but how?

      I jammed my board into the sand and jogged back to the shop. Standing in Ali’s office, I called the one person who I thought might be able to help.

      Natalie’s phone rang ten times before her voicemail picked up. I squeezed my eyes shut, frustrated. I needed to talk to her, not her voicemail.

      “Hey,” I said after the beep. “It’s me. I don’t want to bother you. I know you’re probably busy with Kayla, but something’s up with Ezra. He’s been skipping practice. Anyway, I could really use your advice on how to handle this. Call me back when you can.”

      I hung up, feeling worse than before.

      It wasn’t Natalie’s fault. She had to be there for Kayla. How could I be mad at her for that?

      I couldn’t, but damn it, I was.

      I was mad at Natalie for not answering. Mad at Ezra and Kayla for acting out. Mad at myself for my inability to control any of it. It seemed as if mine and Natalie’s life together was quickly spinning off course. More than anything, I wanted to figure out a way to get our relationship back on track.

      “Hey boss. I thought you were out with EZ?” Alison’s bright smile irritated me.

      “Heading there now. How’re things going down here?”

      “Great. We’re booked on lessons through the end of the month. And we sold two surfboards this morning.”

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I yanked it free. Alison was still talking, telling me something about our projections for next month or a delivery, I wasn’t sure which—and didn’t care. The only thing that mattered to me was Nat’s text.

      
        
        Natalie: Hey you. Still trying to find time to call. I’m home with Kayla again today. Chris is on his way over. I’ll call you tonight. I hope. <3

      

      

      She hopes? What does that mean?

      And why was Kayla home from soccer camp? She must be more upset than I’d realized.

      All I wanted to do was call Natalie and get some answers, but she obviously didn’t want me involved. Instead, I typed out a quick message.

      
        
        Dane: Understood. Call me when you can.

      

      

      “…were supposed to get here today, but they haven’t arrived yet. I called Hank and he doesn’t know anything either. If we don’t get a replacement shipment in soon, I don’t know what we’re going to—” Ali stopped talking. Her sudden silence pulled my attention from my phone.

      “Sorry.” I lowered the cell. “What were you saying?”

      “Everything okay?” She tilted her head.

      “I’m…distracted.”

      She moved into my personal space and glanced up at me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No. It’s fine. I’m fine. What were you saying about Hank?”

      “We’re low on inventory. The truck was supposed to arrive first thing this morning, but still nothing. I’ve tried calling. No one knows anything.”

      “I’ll take care of it this afternoon.” I glanced at the waves breaking and frowned. “The swells are huge today. I should get out there with EZ. Keep the tourists off the boards today.”

      Ali nodded and placed her hand on my arm. “You sure you don’t want to talk? It’s too rough for lessons. I have time. We could grab a coffee? Maybe take a walk on the beach?”

      At first, I appreciated her concern, but when she started rubbing my arm, I jerked free. My friends had been adamant Ali was into me. Maybe they were right after all.

      I nodded to the water. “I need to get out there.”

      And out of here before this turns into more drama.

      Ali looked disappointed when I walked out. She was a sweet kid. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but Natalie was the only woman I was interested in. And with everything going on, the last thing I needed was to lose my manager.

      In the time it’d taken me to go in the shop, a half dozen surfers had appeared as if out of thin air. No surprise, the waves were absolutely rockin’. I searched the line of bobbing surfers and found EZ a fair distance from the others. Not a good sign. Even if he was in a bad mood, he’d stay close to the others—unless they were newbs.

      New surfers were dangerous. They didn’t understand etiquette and could drop in on your wave, or worse, drop in on top of you. In waves that big, newbies could be deadly.

      My phone rang.

      I glanced at the screen and blew out a breath. “Hey you.”

      Natalie said, “Hi, I can’t talk long.”

      I pressed the phone closer to my ear. “Neither can I. EZ’s surfing by himself, and the conditions aren’t great.”

      “Chris is almost here and we’re going to talk to Kayla together.”

      I ignored the pang of jealousy. “Did she tell you what happened?”

      She hesitated. “Yeah. Um… Yeah, she did.”

      “And? What is it?”

      The longer she took to answer, the more my stomach twisted.

      What the hell is going on?

      “I want to tell you,” she said, “but it needs to be in person.”

      “Okay. I can come over after—”

      “No,” Natalie shouted. “Today isn’t a good day.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Her rejection hurt more than I knew how to express.

      “I’m sorry.” She sighed.

      “I get it.” I cleared my throat. “We’ll, uh… We’ll talk when things calm down.”

      “Right. Great. That’s… That’s great.”

      A few seconds of tense silence filled the phone.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. “Cool. We’ll talk soon.”

      Staring out at the water, I couldn’t stop my mind from spiraling out of control. For the first time since we met, I found myself questioning whether our relationship would last. Or worse, if she wanted it to.

      “Screw this.” I dropped the phone in the sand next to our towels, grabbed my board, and paddled out.

      My first impression of the other surfers was spot on. The six of them had no idea what they were doing. It’d be a miracle if they made it out in one piece. Hell, the way the swells were running, it’d be a miracle if I made it out without a few bumps and bruises.

      I paddled to Ezra. “They shouldn’t be out here. Did you warn them?”

      He grunted.

      “Does that mean yes?” I sat upright and scanned the horizon.

      He nodded.

      With a sigh, I rolled my head from side to side to relieve the tension. As with the rest of my life, there wasn’t much else I could do. If they’d refused, I couldn’t make them leave.

      “Look. I don’t want to argue.” I paused long enough to allow a greenie to pass by. “But something is obviously going on with you.”

      “Dad—” Ezra began.

      “Let me say this.”

      He sucked in an annoyed breath, then forced a nod. “Do it quick. I’m here to surf.”

      “You can tell me. I won’t be angry. I won’t yell. I don’t want us to fight. I just want to understand what you’re feeling.”

      “Right now? I’m feeling annoyed.”

      “Because you’re here to surf?”

      “Because you’ve been different ever since you started dating Natalie, and I fucking hate it.”

      “EZ…”

      “Let me finish.” He glared. “She’s been cheating on you this whole time, and you’re too…whipped to see it.”

      “What are you talking about?” My mind immediately went to the way she’d snapped when I’d offered to come over. How every time there was a problem with Kayla, Chris came running. How comfortable the guy seemed in a house he’d never lived in.

      Natalie wouldn’t do this to me. She wouldn’t.

      Ezra rolled his eyes. “That look on your face tells me you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      “Kayla told you her parents have been seeing each other?”

      He winced but nodded. “Why do you think we’ve been trying so hard to break you guys up?”

      “You couldn’t have told me this before now?” I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and pointer finger. Closing my eyes, I tried to let go of my suspicions. There was no way Nat was cheating. “Is this why Kayla has been so upset all week?”

      His expression fell. “No, that’s my fault.”

      “I’m going to need a little more to go on.” My voice came out gruffer than I’d intended, but I couldn’t make sense of anything that’d happened. I was missing a piece of the puzzle, a piece everyone saw except me.

      Ezra let his head fall into his hands. How had I missed it before? As stressed and frustrated as I had been lately, he clearly felt the same.

      “EZ?”

      “Kayla told me she likes me, but I told her I wasn’t into her like that.” Ezra’s voice was thick with emotion. He couldn’t hold my gaze. “She hasn’t spoken to me since.”

      “Is this why you guys worked so hard to break us up?” I refused to believe Nat was seeing Chris behind my back. There had to be another explanation.

      “I didn’t want you to get hurt…” He threw his head back and shouted in frustration. “I thought you’d deal better if you were the dumper instead of the dumpee.”

      “No one’s dumping anyone.”

      “Whatever, dude. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He dropped down on the board, paddled hard, and disappeared in front of a massive green wave.

      Shouting to my right drew my attention.

      One of the knuckleheaded newbies dropped in on EZ but wiped out before he could pop to his feet.

      These assholes are going to hurt someone.

      I paddled over, determined to get them off my beach.

      And to release some of my anger.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      “You let her skip soccer camp?” Christopher paced a rut in the living room floor.

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to ease some of the tension. It didn’t work. “Yes, I did.”

      Christopher planted his hands on his hips. “What kind of message does that send?”

      “I don’t know, Chris. Maybe one that says her mental health is important?”

      “Of course, it is. But she can’t close herself off from her responsibilities every time a boy hurts her feelings.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It was only a few days. She’ll go back next week.”

      “Did you at least talk to her?” His tone was beginning to piss me off.

      In the years that we’d been divorced, he’d never spoken to me this way. We were always cordial to each other, friendly even. This angry, accusatory man wasn’t someone I was used to dealing with.

      “Please, sit down.” I nodded to the chair next to the couch.

      The second his ass hit the cushion, he seemed to deflate. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s not. I know this isn’t your fault. I’m just—”

      “Worried.”

      He nodded. “I know heartbreaks are hard. Especially at Kayla’s age. But the way she’s reacting… It isn’t normal, is it?”

      With a jerk of my head, I gestured for Chris to follow me outside.

      We sat on the porch together, in the chairs Dane and I had shared not that long ago. Seeing Chris sit where I so badly wanted Dane to be made my heart ache, but I pushed the feeling away. It wasn’t the time to be missing my boyfriend.

      “I don’t know if it’s normal.” I stared at the sky, hoping for the answers that’d make all of this magically disappear. “But it’s happening.”

      “It feels so extreme.”

      “Because everything is extreme when you’re fifteen. Don’t you remember?”

      Chris laughed. “Vaguely.”

      “This is her first crush, I think. At least, her first real crush. It’s going to hit her hard.” I still couldn’t believe she’d fallen for Dane’s son. Of all the boys in the world, she had to choose EZ?

      “You said they’ve been friends?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. For months.”

      “Who is he? Do I know him?”

      My stomach tightened. I hadn’t told Chris or Dane that Kayla’s crush was Ezra. With Chris, I wasn’t sure why I’d kept quiet, but with Dane… I knew exactly what I was afraid of.

      This new dynamic between Kayla and Ezra would change things between us. I needed to talk to him in person, but until things calmed down with Kayla, I didn’t see how that could happen.

      I sucked in a deep breath and looked into my ex’s dark brown eyes. Having him there was comforting. Not in the way Dane comforted me, more like an old, dear friend.

      “His name is Ezra.” I sighed. “And he’s Dane’s son.”

      Chris’s eyes widened for a split second before he smoothed his expression and let out a long, low whistle. “That’s… awkward.”

      I chuckled. “Ya think?”

      “How long have you been dating?”

      “A few months.”

      He smiled. “I think that’s great.”

      “You do?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” He laughed. “Other than this thing with Kayla… But what did you think? That I wanted you to be alone forever?”

      “I don’t know.” I laughed with him. “I wasn’t even sure I was ready to start dating, then Kayla created this dating profile for me, and one thing led to another and…”

      “And you ended up dating a man whose son broke our daughter’s heart.”

      I groaned. “I have no idea how to handle this.”

      “Have you talked to Dane about it?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      “Natalie…”

      “I know, I know!” I groaned again. “I wanted to tell him face-to-face, but I’ve been busy dealing with Kayla.”

      Christopher nodded. “Speaking of that, how are we going to help her through this? Because I’m sorry, but I don’t think hiding out in her bedroom is the answer.”

      “It was a week of soccer camp, not school or work,” I said again.

      Chris held up his hands. “I’m not trying to start another fight. I agree, camp isn’t a big deal, but San Sera isn’t a big town. She’s going to run into him sooner or later. She needs to be prepared for that.”

      “Let’s talk to her together,” I suggested. “Neither of us seem to be getting anywhere with one-on-one conversations. Maybe if she sees us put up a united front, she’ll be more willing to talk to us.”

      “It’s worth a try.”

      We stood and went back inside. Exchanging one last glance, we stopped in front of Kayla’s closed bedroom door.

      Chris knocked and twisted the knob. “Kayla?”

      She sat on her bed with her knees touching her chest and her arms wrapped around her legs. Her cheek rested on the tops of her knees and her eyes were red and glassy. She’d clearly been crying again.

      We approached her like we would a wounded bird.

      “Honey.” I sat beside her. “Can we talk to you?”

      Kayla shrugged.

      I slid my arm around her back. Christopher perched on the end of her bed, looking from me to her then back again. Neither of us knew how to start this conversation, but it was a conversation that needed to happen. I gave Chris an encouraging nod.

      He sucked in a steadying breath. “Your mom and I have been talking and sweetheart, we’re worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” she croaked.

      “You’re obviously not,” I said. “And I think it would save us all some time if we agreed to tell the truth. Your dad and I are both here for you. We know about Ezra now. There’s no reason for anymore lies.”

      “Does Dane know?” Kayla asked.

      “No.” I rubbed her back. The motion was meant to calm her, but it mostly calmed me. “I haven’t told him yet.”

      “But you’re going to?” She raised her head.

      “Yeah, I am. Just not until we figure out a way to help you through this.”

      “There’s nothing anyone can do,” she said.

      It almost broke me to hear her so defeated. Her pain would pass. One day soon she wouldn’t even remember how fragile she’d felt, but none of that made seeing her hurting any easier.

      “There’s plenty we can do,” Christopher said. “You can focus on soccer. On your other friends. We can plan a little vacation.”

      “Just distractions.” She rested her forehead on her knees.

      “Yes. Exactly,” Christopher said.

      “Sometimes distractions are the best way to get over someone.” I glanced from Kayla to him, hoping he had more up his sleeve than a trip to Disney.

      Christopher squeezed Kayla’s knee. “I know it sounds silly, but it really does help to get your mind off things. Ezra may not want to date you. And that may suck. In fact, I know it sucks. But I also know that you’re strong. You’re confident. You’re talented. And you are so smart.”

      Kayla stretched her legs in front of her, wiped her eyes impatiently, and straightened her back.

      It wasn’t much, but it felt like progress.

      “I know I’m stupid.” She sighed.

      “You’re not,” Chris and I said together.

      “It hurts. I feel… I don’t know, guys. I feel humiliated. Like the thought of seeing Ezra, or our friends…is too much. I can’t imagine… I don’t want… I don’t want to be laughed at.”

      “I promise, no one is going to laugh at you,” Christopher said.

      “You don’t know that!” She snapped. “What if Ezra has already told Zarah, and Tyler and Brody, and all his other friends all about the stupid girl who fell for him? What if they’re sitting around talking about how dumb and ugly I am?”

      I stroked her back again. “If that were true, if Ezra was really the kind of boy who would do that, do you think you would like him so much?”

      She shook her head and leaned against me. “No. I guess not.”

      I wrapped my arms around her. “And you were friends with Zarah and the Cole boys before EZ ever came into the picture, right?”

      “Yeah…since forever.”

      “Exactly. I don’t know Ezra that well, but I do know him a little. He’s probably feeling just as bad as you are.”

      “Why would he feel bad?” She glanced at me.

      “Because he hurt you,” Christopher said.

      “He’s your friend.” I added. “I’m sure he didn’t want any of this to happen. He probably feels just as embarrassed as you do.”

      “Not possible.”

      Chris clamped his hand on her ankle and gave it a little shake. “What do you need from us in order to make all of this a little bit easier?”

      Kayla thought for a minute. When she sat up, my arms felt empty. I wanted to pull her back to me and hold her a little longer.

      “I’ve been thinking…” She dipped her chin.

      “What about?” I couldn’t resist stroking her hair.

      She took a deep breath. “I want to move in with Dad.”

      The air in the room turned frigid. It was as if Kayla’s words had sucked the warmth from everything around me, from everything inside of me. Even my lungs felt like ice. I blinked, sure that I’d misheard her. “You what?”

      Christopher cleared his throat. “Um. I… It’s not that I don’t want you to live with me, but why now?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Kayla glanced between us. “This way I don’t have to be embarrassed anymore. I can switch schools and—”

      “You want to switch schools?” I couldn’t believe this. Part of me understood this was teenaged dramatics and she’d likely forget all about it before school started, but the other part was cut to the bone.

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “Over a boy?” My voice rose. “Who, by the way, isn’t even going to be in school next year?”

      She narrowed her eyes.

      I drew in a deep, shaky breath. Getting angry wasn’t going to help anyone, but I couldn’t help it. Chris had been right. This was all a massive overreaction. “I’m sorry. I’m just surprised.”

      “I know.” She sat straighter. “But I think this would be the best thing for everyone.”

      “I disagree.” I struggled to remain calm.

      Chris cleared his throat again. “Why don’t we all take a few days to think this through and go from there?”

      It dawned on me he didn’t want her to move in with him. He had a fiancé and would be planning a wedding soon. The last thing he wanted was to have to deal with a moody teenager day in and day out.

      Kayla nodded. “Promise me you’ll really think about it. Please.”

      “Are you sure this is what you want? I mean, what about soccer? And all your other friends?”

      She met my gaze. “I’m not doing this for me.”

      “What do you mean?” The sadness in her eyes about broke me.

      “Think about it,” she said. “If I live here, you can’t have Dane over unless I’m at Dad’s. You won’t see him as much.”

      “That’s not—”

      “And I don’t want to be the reason you’re unhappy.” She shouted over me. “I can tell how much you like him. I don’t want to ruin that for you.”

      I found it ridiculous she’d spent the previous few months doing everything in her power to break us up, but now she was ready to move out to save me heartache. “Kayla—”

      She held up her hands. “Look, I know this doesn’t make any sense. I know I spent a long time trying to break the two of you up. And that was wrong. I know that now. I just… I thought that Ezra and I could never be together if you and Dane were. But now… Now that I know we won’t be together anyway, I want you to stay with Dane. I want you to be happy. I don’t want to be here to see it. I don’t want to see Ezra’s dad all the time and remember how horrible I feel.”

      It was the most honest Kayla had been in months, but I found myself wishing for a little less honesty. We stared at each other, her sadness mixing with my own. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to do.

      “Natalie…” Christopher’s voice snapped me out of my personal hell. “Let’s go talk.”

      “Really think about it,” Kayla said. “Please.”

      I nodded, then pulled her in for a tight hug. Holding her closer than I had since she’d been a little girl, I breathed in the sweet smell of her hair and fought back tears.

      “We’ll think it over.” I promised her. “You get some rest.”

      Numbly, I followed Christopher back down the hall. We made our way through the living room and out onto the front porch. I barely realized I was sitting until a frayed piece of whicker dug into my back.

      “Well,” Christopher said. “I did not see that coming.”

      “She can’t switch schools. You’re in a shitty district.” I dragged my hands down my face.

      “I agree.”

      “Then what do we do?” I stared, silently begging him to have the answers.

      “Don’t look at me.” Christopher sighed. “I feel so damned helpless right now.”

      “You and me both.”

      Only, I wasn’t helpless. There was something I could do. Something I had to do, but the mere thought of it was so painful that I forced it away.

      “I can’t be the one to tell her she can’t live with me. You’ll have to do it.” His shoulders slumped.

      “Me? Why should I have to be the bad guy? We’ll tell her together.”

      He shook his head. “I’m her father. She needs to know I’m there for her. If I tell her no…”

      “You’re right.” Guilt piled on to my already overloaded emotions. I’d assumed his reaction to Kayla wanting to move in had to do with Monica. I’d never considered how his refusal would impact his relationship with his daughter.

      I stood and paced. “It’s summer. Can she spend more time with you in the short-term? I know that might make things harder for you at the firm, and with Monica, but…”

      “I don’t care,” Chris said. “I’ll make it work.”

      “We’ll deal with school in a couple months. Hopefully by then this will all have blown over.”

      Christopher nodded. “If not, she has to suck it up. It’ll be good for her to see that she can handle going back to school. If she gives up and runs away, she’ll never really learn how strong she is.”

      “I agree.”

      We lapsed into silence. My mind was spinning, and I assumed Chris’s was, too.

      When he finally looked at me, I recognized his expression. It was the same he’d worn when our dog had gotten hit by a car. The same as when I’d moved into my mom’s house to take care of her. The same as when I’d stood by while her casket was lowered into the ground.

      “Nat,” he began.

      “Don’t.” I held up a hand like Kayla had done moments before. “I can’t take it if you start feeling sorry for me.”

      “I don’t feel sorry for you, but I know exactly what you’re thinking right now…and you’re wrong.”

      “Oh, am I?” I asked sarcastically.

      “You’re thinking about breaking up with Dane.”

      His words felt like a knife to the stomach. Because he was right. I was thinking about ending things with Dane. How could I not? After seeing the pain in my daughter’s eyes, after hearing her ask to live with her father to avoid seeing Dane, how could I do anything else?

      “I love him,” I whispered half to myself.

      Chris reached for my hand. He held it without saying a word, giving me something steady to hold onto as my heart shattered.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I fought back tears. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to date. I knew it was a bad idea. I should have kept my focus on work and Kayla…until she graduated high school.”

      Chris slid off his chair, knelt in front of me, and pulled me into an embrace.

      I collapsed into his chest. Sobs tore their way from my throat, and I didn’t bother trying to stifle them. Christopher had seen me cry before. He’d seen me break. What did it matter if he saw it now? Besides, I didn’t think I could stop if I tried. The idea of breaking up with Dane crippled me.

      I loved him more than I had ever loved any man, even the one holding me. I loved him more than almost anything in the world. Just not more than my daughter.

      Easing away, I said, “Stay with Kayla. I need to speak to Dane.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: I’m sorry I made you feel so guilty. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I’m going to live with my dad. So, we never have to see each other again. If you care at all about me. PLEASE don’t tell your dad my mom cheated on him.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 23

          

          

      

    

    






DANE

        

      

    

    
      The wave curled above my head, and I found myself tucked inside a glorious tube of rushing, rolling, angry water. Squatting lower on the board, I held my arm out behind me and trailed my hand through the backside of the wave.

      These were the moments that made every wipe out, every bruise, every broken bone worth it. The outside world faded and the only thing that mattered was my balance, my board, and the freight train of water that would either break me or give me the ride of my life.

      Just like Natalie.

      The thought jolted me out of the zone. So much so, I didn’t come out of the spit in time. A thousand-pound hammer smashed down on my back. I didn’t go under, not right away. The damned wave caught me in the curl and churned me up into the air. It wasn’t until I crash landed in front of the white-water that the force pulled me under.

      I tumbled ass over teakettle for God only knew how long before I was able to get my head above water. “Damn it.”

      Someone shouted at me, or several someones. Hell if I knew. I glanced back to where I’d left EZ but couldn’t see him over the monster moving in my direction. I ducked under just in time. The wave rolled above me rather than through me.

      The second time I came up for air, I heard a woman’s voice shouting from the shore. I turned and saw Ali waving her arms above her head. Beside her, a blonde woman stood with her hands covering her mouth.

      Natalie.

      I grabbed my board and trudged toward the shore. Every muscle in my body screamed I was getting too old to be put through nature’s washing machine, but I’d never give it up.

      Natalie waited with her arms folded. Even from a distance, I could see the tears on her cheeks.

      “Hey baby,” I said, as I reached the shallow water.

      “Hi.”

      As I drew closer, I noticed other things about her appearance. Like the stains on her shirt and how her blonde hair, usually curled and tucked neatly behind her ears, laid flat and straight down her back.

      No way this woman cheated on me.

      I dropped my board and hurried to her. “Can I hug you?”

      She nodded.

      The embrace felt like a goodbye, but she hadn’t said a word. She held me tighter than ever before. Burying her face in my wetsuit, she clung to me. I rubbed her back and breathed in a deep, unsteady breath. The smell of her hair sent me reeling. No matter what was going on with our kids, I couldn’t live without this.

      Without her.

      “Are you okay?” Natalie sniffled. “That was awful to watch.”

      Was that it? Did seeing me wipe out send her over the edge?

      “I’m good, but you’re not. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

      When she pulled away, my arms fell limp at my sides. An emptiness I hadn’t known since Melissa died spread through my body. I wanted to run back into the ocean and swim away. Anything to avoid whatever it was she was about to say.

      She’s here to end things with me.

      “Is there somewhere we can sit?” She glanced around the beach.

      “My place—”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Here’s fine.”

      I walked a few yards down the beach, grabbed my towel, and spread it out for her.

      “Thanks.” She settled onto it and pulled her knees to her chest.

      “I missed you.” I sat beside her. “I know it hasn’t been that long since we saw each other but for some reason—”

      “It feels like forever,” Natalie finished for me.

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      She looked over with a brave, defiant expression. It was the same look she’d had on the beach the night we skinny dipped together. Only this time, there was no playfulness. Only pain.

      “Kayla finally told me why she’s been so upset.” She drew a breath.

      “Natalie…” I hung my head. “You don’t have to tell me. I already know.”

      She blinked. “You do?”

      “Ezra came clean a little while ago about Kayla’s crush.”

      Her shoulders sagged.

      “How is she doing?”

      She sighed. “Better. I think. It was rough for a couple of days. You know how rejection feels at that age…”

      “I’m so sorry Ezra hurt her.” I needed to talk to her about the other half of what EZ had told me, but I didn’t know how to start.

      Natalie brushed off my apology. “Don’t. It’s not Ezra’s fault any more than it’s Kayla’s. They’re kids, ya know? This stuff happens.”

      “But did it have to happen to our kids?” I nudged her side.

      She closed her eyes. “I’ve been asking myself that same question.”

      I had a feeling she was coming to the real reason she’d shown up on my beach, and I wasn’t ready to hear it. Not yet. Not ever.

      “Do you think this will blow over?” I was grasping for straws, but I was desperate to keep the conversation going a while longer. Anything to put off what was coming.

      She shrugged. “I’d like to see her and Ezra become friends again. Some day.”

      “He wants that.”

      “He does?”

      I nodded. “He’s pretty broken up about the whole thing.”

      “She’s so hurt right now. She feels… rejected and betrayed and…” Natalie trailed off. Whatever she was going to say, she wasn’t ready to say it yet. I didn’t push her. I was too afraid to hear it myself.

      “I think he likes her.”

      “What?” Natalie asked, confused.

      “Ezra. I don’t think he rejected Kayla because he doesn’t feel anything for her. I think… I think if he wasn’t joining the tour…and we weren’t…”

      I didn’t need to finish my thought. Natalie already knew.

      She nodded, understanding exactly what I was trying to say. “Dane…”

      “Wait.” I pulled her against my side. “Not yet. I need to tell you the other half of what EZ told me.”

      She tensed and started to pull away, but I held her in place. I didn’t want to look her in the eye when I told her. I couldn’t take seeing the pain it’d cause.

      Because it would be pain. Not guilt.

      “Ezra firmly believes that you are seeing Chris behind my back.”

      She gasped and wiggled out from beneath my arm. “What? Where on earth would he…”

      I didn’t say a word. I didn’t have to.

      “Kayla told him that?” Her expression was somewhere between stunned and nauseous.

      “Yeah.” I cupped her cheek. “I don’t believe it, but I thought you should know.”

      “Thank you…” She drew a shaky breath. “Dane, I’m so sorry about all of this. I’d like to believe it was wishful thinking on her part, but…with everything I know now, I’m not so sure.”

      “Shh.” I pressed my brow to hers. “As long as it’s not true, I don’t care why she said it.”

      “But I do.” She pulled away again. “Us…together…we’ve made our kids miserable.”

      “I know.”

      Natalie stared into my eyes. I got lost in the sea of blue, brimming with tears and so full of emotion, I could have drowned in them.

      She sighed. “I’ll finish the consulting work you’ve paid me for, but I can’t—”

      “I’m not worried about work right now, Nat.” I played it off, but it killed me to think about the restaurant, the house, all my hopes for our life together.

      I can’t lose her.

      I pulled her into my arms. Her lips were soft on mine, but I kissed her hard. Every ounce of passion I felt for her poured out of me. She moaned, opening her mouth. My tongue darted out to taste hers, and I almost wept right there. This couldn’t be the last time I’d ever kiss her… It couldn’t be…I wouldn’t allow it.

      “I love you,” I whispered against her lips. “I love you so much.”

      Natalie sniffed and pulled away enough to catch her breath. She leaned her forehead against mine, keeping her eyes closed.

      “I love you too,” she said, her voice cracking. “You have no idea how hard this is.”

      “Then don’t do it.”

      “I have to. We always said our kids came first.” She opened her eyes and shot to her feet, as if ripping the bandage off quickly would make it hurt any less.

      “I don’t know what’s right anymore.” I stared up at her.

      She steeled herself. “Putting our kids first. That’s what’s right.”

      “I know.”

      “And how can we continue seeing each other when…”

      “When we’re causing them so much pain,” I finished.

      Natalie nodded. “Exactly. I mean, Dane, my daughter wants to move out of my house, so she doesn’t have to see you.”

      I winced. “She wants to move in with Chris because of me?”

      “She doesn’t want to be reminded of Ezra every time you’re around.”

      “I get that.” The realization that she had to choose between me and her daughter hit me hard.

      I can’t ask her to do that. I love her too damned much to cause her more pain.

      I rethought the ripping off the bandage thing. I needed her to go before I broke down.

      Natalie sniffed again. The tears that been threatening to fall all this time finally did. I wanted so badly to kiss them away but the thought of touching her… If I started, I didn’t know how I’d ever pull away.

      “Kayla needs to feel safe in her own home.” I stood and grabbed my board to put a physical barrier between us. “And she can’t if I’m in your life.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She folded and unfolded her arms.

      “Don’t be. None of this is your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault, it’s just…”

      “Over.”

      The word pierced through me. If it weren’t for Natalie’s tears, it would have torn me in two, but I kept myself together for her.

      “I love you,” Natalie said. “I need you to know that.”

      “I do.” I glanced out to the line of surfers, searching for my shaggy-haired boy. “And I need you to know, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here when the dust settles.”

      “I can’t ask you to wait for me.” Her voice rose in pitch and in volume.

      I’d screwed up, but I didn’t care. “You didn’t. I offered.”

      “Dane… If it were anything else,” Natalie said. “I would never… I wouldn’t be able to…”

      “Kayla comes first,” I said. “I get it.”

      “I know you do. Because Ezra comes first.”

      “Always.” I nodded to EZ and spoke more to myself than her. “Look at him go.”

      The kid dropped in on a nice wave and went straight into the barrel. He came out the spit and rode to the top of the crest, shifted, and dropped back down. He was an artist, his technique a thing of beauty.

      “Wow.” Natalie stared slack jawed.

      The tip of another board flashed just above the lip and one of the damned newbies dropped in a few feet from EZ. He tried to cut back, but it was too late. They collided hard enough I could hear the crack over the roaring waves.

      What felt like an eternity later, a single head popped up, but I couldn’t tell which kid had surfaced.

      “Shit!” I darted for the water. “Get Ali and call 911!”
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      I hated hospitals. The smells, the sounds, the chaos.

      I couldn’t sit but every time I thought about the bloody gash on EZ’s face my knees threatened to buckle. “What the hell is taking so long?”

      Natalie tugged me into an empty chair. “The nurse said the CT could take a while.”

      I stared at the blood on the floor from when they’d first brought him into the ER. “He’s going to have scars.”

      “I know.” She squeezed my hand.

      “I should have been out there with him.” I pulled away. “I should have made those assholes leave the second I realized they didn’t know what the hell they were doing.”

      Nat curled in on herself. “You told me the conditions were rough. I should have waited to talk to you.”

      “This isn’t your fault.” I stalked out of the room to find a nurse or doctor or anyone who could tell me what was taking so long.

      “Hey, Dad.” EZ waved to me from the end of the hall.

      I rushed to his wheelchair. “How are you feeling? Any nausea? Vomiting? Did you pass out again?”

      “Chill, Dad. I’m good.” He didn’t sound good. He sounded stoned.

      I eyed the tech pushing him back to the room. “Why is he slurring his speech? Did they give him pain meds?”

      The guy gave me the same bullshit smile the paramedics had when they’d carted EZ off the beach. “I’m not sure. The doctor will be in soon to give you the results.”

      I opened my mouth to rip him a new one, but EZ stopped me.

      “He’s the guy that picked me up after the test. He doesn’t know anything.” The kid shook his head and winced. “And no, they haven’t given me anything for pain. I have mush brain from the saltwater.”

      Images of him vomiting a gallon, or six, of water flashed unwelcome through my mind, and my stomach bottomed out.

      The orderly wheeled him into the room with me trailing behind them.

      Natalie stood in the corner, wide-eyed.

      “Why is she here?” EZ glared between us.

      My first instinct was to tell him to cool it, but I couldn’t. Not when he was injured, and certainly not when he still believed Nat was cheating on me. “She drove me. The paramedics wouldn’t let me in the ambulance with you.”

      “I’ll go.” Holding her purse like a life preserver, she hurried to the door.

      It killed me, but I didn’t stop her.

      The orderly helped EZ into the bed, nodded to me, and left.

      I collapsed into the chair.

      “Seriously, Dad? You couldn’t have called an Uber?” He rested his head back and closed his eyes.

      Ignoring his question, I moved to his side. “You have to stay awake.”

      “I am awake.” He muttered something under his breath. “Like I could sleep with sand in my butt crack.”

      “I can relate. I’m the one who dragged you out of the water.” I resisted the urge to brush his hair back from the bandages surrounding his head and covering the left side of his face.

      “When can we go home?” He patted his pocket as if looking for his phone.

      “I don’t know. They might keep you overnight for observation.” I leaned closer, trying to get a look at his eyes. I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it, but people with severe head injuries often had blown pupils.

      “Back off. You’re still damp and smell like fish guts.” He gave me a wobbly grin.

      A woman in a white coat came into the room. She glanced between us and smiled. “I’m Doctor Ferguson. You must be Ezra’s dad.”

      “I am.” Too grubby to shake her hand, I folded my arms. “Dane McCormick.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Dr. Ferguson glanced down at her tablet. “The CT showed some minor swelling in his brain, but no other abnormalities. Since he lost consciousness on the beach, he likely has a concussion. I’d like to keep him overnight for observation.”

      “Aw, man.” Ezra whined. “I feel fine. Just spring me so I can go home and get a shower.”

      “EZ.” I shot him a warning look.

      “You took quite a spill out there. How long were you unconscious?” She shined a penlight in his eyes.

      “Just for a minute.” He winced and jerked his head back.

      “More like ten minutes.” I frowned, remembering pulling his lifeless body from the surf. “Are his lungs okay? He swallowed quite a bit of water.”

      “We’re pushing fluids to help him eliminate the excess salt and supplemental oxygen to give his lungs a break.” She clamped a hand on my bicep. “Your son was lucky you were there, Mr. McCormick. We would be having a very different conversation had you not gotten him out of the water when you did.”

      My chest tightened to the point I thought I was the one who needed oxygen. “Thanks, doc.”

      She glanced from me to EZ. “Any other questions?”

      “Can I shower when I get to a room? I wouldn’t want to offend the nurses with my stench.” The wiseass winked. “And when can I sleep?”

      “It’s safe to sleep now. As for the shower, keep your bandages dry, and make sure you have help.” She turned to the nurse who’d followed her in. “Lauren, get Ezra and Mr. McCormick scrubs and toiletries kits to take with them upstairs.”

      The nurse nodded and left the room.

      “Thank you,” I sank into the chair and fought back tears.

      “You’re welcome. I’m putting in the orders now. Someone will come to take you to your room soon.” The doctor smiled and left us alone.

      Four hours later, EZ and I had cleaned up and settled into his home away from home for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. I sat in the world’s most uncomfortable recliner watching him sleep. Although he was almost as tall as me, he seemed small and frail in the hospital bed.

      Being in the same hospital where Melissa had died, worrying over our son, threatened to break me. I thought back to Natalie on the beach. Sure, she’d ended things, but she’d come through for me after EZ’s wipe out.

      She’d remained calm when I’d panicked. She’d spoken to the 911 operator and followed orders when I’d wept and bargained with God. She’d driven me to the hospital when I was too upset to think straight.

      And she’d stayed by my side until EZ had asked her to leave.

      It can’t be over between us. It can’t.

      A soft knock on the door pulled me out of my misery—at least until I saw Kayla standing in the doorway chewing her lip.

      I stood to pull her into the hall and tell her EZ wasn’t up for visitors, but as per usual, my son had other ideas.

      “Hey.” EZ tried to push himself upright.

      “Stay put.” I grabbed the controls and pushed the button to lift the head of the bed.

      “Hi.” Kayla wrapped her arms around her middle. “Is it okay if I come in?”

      I wanted to shout at her, to tell her to go the hell away, to ask her if she had any idea what she’d done…but I couldn’t. She’d lied and ruined a relationship, but she was a child. A very upset and frightened child, from the looks of it.

      “Sure.” EZ held his hand out to her. “Did you hear? I broke my face and my board.”

      “I’ll…give you guys some privacy.” I strode toward the door.

      “No wait. Please.” She stared at me with red-rimmed eyes. “I need to talk to you, too.”

      “Okay.” I glanced between her and EZ.

      He shrugged. “What’s up?”

      Kayla shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I lied to you about my parents. My dad never wanted to get back together with my mom. He’s engaged to a woman named Monica.”

      “Are you shitting me?” EZ’s voice rose.

      She hung her head. “I’m sorry.”

      Shit.

      I refused to allow her to upset Ezra. He’d been through enough for one day. “Kayla, thanks for telling us…but this isn’t the time for—”

      “No, Dad. I want to hear what she has to say.” The steel in his voice concerned me.

      “You’re supposed to be resting.” I folded my arms.

      “I’m cool.” He nodded to Kayla. “Why’d you lie?”

      “Partly because I really wanted my family back.” She glanced at me for half a second before staring at the floor. “I saw my mom and dad together and thought there was still a chance…”

      Ezra’s frown deepened. “And partly because you knew I’d never go out with you if our parents were a thing?”

      She nodded. “I should have just told you I’d made it all up, but I was so embarrassed, and the lie kept getting bigger and bigger. When I finally tried to tell you—”

      “I didn’t believe you.” He glanced at me and sighed.

      “I’m sorry.” She wiped the tears from her face. “I have to go.”

      EZ rolled to his side, putting his back to her.

      Kayla folded in on herself.

      Resting my hand between her shoulders, I guided her to the elevators. “Thank you for being honest.”

      “He hates me,” she whispered.

      “He doesn’t hate you. Give him some time. He’ll come around.” Now that I had the entire picture, everything made more sense. The pranks, Kayla always seeming to know when Natalie and I were together, EZ’s resentment. And more importantly, why.

      “Maybe.” She pushed the button for the elevator. “I’m sorry about you and my mom. I really messed things up.”

      “You did, but I get it.” I wanted to hug her, but I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about it. “I can’t blame you for wanting your mom and dad to get back together. Anymore then I can blame you for falling for that knucklehead in there.”

      She threw herself into my arms and sobbed into my clean scrub top. “Everyone is hurt and mad, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

      The elevator opened, but I couldn’t let her leave so upset. I walked her into a small family waiting room and eased her into a chair. Sitting beside her, I said, “EZ and I will be okay. The most important thing is that you and your mom work through this.”

      Kayla stared. “You’re not mad at me?”

      “Nope. You’ve apologized and seemed to really mean it—”

      “I do.” She grabbed my hand. Her expression so sincere, it broke my already bruised heart.

      I would have loved being her stepdad.

      “We’ve all made mistakes. I can’t hold yours against you.” I nodded in the direction of Ezra’s room. “What happened with EZ today reminded me that life is too short to hold grudges.”

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Are you kidding? That surfboard didn’t stand a chance against his hard head.”

      She gave me a yeah-right look.

      “He has a concussion and a bunch of stitches, but he’s going to be fine. They’re keeping him here tonight just to be sure.” I stood and pulled her to her feet. “Is your mom waiting for you downstairs?”

      She nodded but avoided looking me in the eye again.

      “Please tell her EZ’s okay, and I said thank you for her help.” I cleared my throat. “I wouldn’t have made it through this without her.”

      “I will.” Kayla rolled her lips in. “She really loves you. I hope you guys get back together.”

      “Thanks.” I waited until she was in the elevator before returning to EZ’s room.

      “She gone?” He eyed me.

      “Yep.” Sinking into the recliner, I felt every bump and bruise—physical and emotional—from the day.

      He must have seen how miserable I felt, because for the first time in ages, he held my hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you when you told me Natalie wouldn’t cheat on you.”

      “I understand why you didn’t.”

      “I can’t believe Kayla made the whole thing up.” Ezra made a pained face and closed his eyes. “What a disaster.”

      “She wanted her family back. I’m sure you can understand that.” I squeezed his fingers.

      He grunted.

      “Tell me about the two of you. How did you meet?”

      “We know a lot of the same people. Kayla and I became friends a while ago. Then, we got close because we both have single parents, and I don’t know… We just hit it off.”

      “That make sense,” I said.

      “We had a lot in common. I don’t know. She became like my best friend. No, not like. She is my best friend. Was,” he corrected himself. “She was my best friend.”

      “You two decided to start pranking us when Kayla told you Natalie was seeing her dad?” I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees.

      “No. After. When Kayla and I first realized you two were dating each other, we freaked out.” Ezra kept his eyes on his hands while he finished the story. “It was weird, ya know? The thought of our parents together? At first, we tried to push you guys to date other people. That’s when she started telling me about her mom and dad.”

      “And you doubled down on the pranks?”

      He nodded.

      “The stolen car keys?” I asked. “The plate of spaghetti?”

      “Yeah. But nothing really worked.”

      “Why didn’t you talk to us?”

      “I don’t know.” Ezra picked at the bandage on his arm. “Neither of us wanted to be the reason you two were unhappy again. We just… we just wanted you to fall apart naturally and move on… Go date other people or something.”

      “And you thought pranking us would make that happen?” I arched a brow. Teen logic was as much an oxymoron as jumbo shrimp.

      “I thought Natalie was going to dump you soon, and it’d be easier if you two were already having issues. I’m sorry.” Ezra blinked up at me. He looked so young in that moment, almost like I was looking at his eight-year-old self all over again.

      “Are you and Kayla… If it weren’t for my relationship with Natalie, would you want to date her?”

      “She’s my best friend,” Ezra said.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “No. She’s amazing, but no. I just want my friend back.” He closed his eyes tight as if trying to hold back his emotions. “Everything is so messed up.”

      Yet another thing I’d gotten wrong.

      I’d firmly believed Ezra returned Kayla’s feelings, so much so I’d told Natalie. I couldn’t help but wonder if me keeping my big mouth shut would have made a difference. In the end, it didn’t matter. She would never have stayed with me—not if it meant losing her daughter.

      I felt like someone had put their foot through my chest. “It is, but we’ll get through this. I promise.”

      The question is, how?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: I’m really sorry about everything. For what it’s worth. Your dad is pretty awesome.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 25

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the hotel bathroom staring at myself in the mirror. Amy and Merilee were expecting me for a pre-wedding lunch, but I looked like an extra from Night of the Living Dead.

      Five weeks had passed since my breakup with Dane and still, I cried in the shower most nights. I would have preferred to sob into my pillow, but my bathroom was the only place I was sure Kayla couldn’t hear me.

      The last thing I wanted was for her to feel more guilty.

      Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Dane’s face. His brown eyes that sometimes looked green. The freckles that dotted his nose from all his years in the sun. And his sun-bleached hair that still hadn’t begun to gray despite all the stress in his life.

      I missed him.

      That bullshit about it being better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all was wrong.

      So damned wrong.

      I would have preferred to not know what I was missing. Since that was impossible, I’d avoided talking about all things Dane. Unfortunately, my coping strategy had a fatal flaw—Amy’s destination wedding.

      “Mom?” Kayla tilted her head. Judging by her confused expression, she’d asked me a question.

      “Hmmm?”

      “Are you ready to go?” She furrowed her brow. “We’re late.”

      “One sec.” I glanced in the mirror and sighed.

      There isn’t enough makeup in the world for this.

      Kayla forced a smile. “You look nice.”

      “Thanks, but we promised each other we’d be honest no matter what.” I slid my keycard into my purse and checked for my phone.

      She shoved her hands in her pockets. “Fine. You look like crap. Happy now?”

      “Yep.” I stuck my tongue out at her to lighten the mood. The weekend was supposed to be a celebration of love, not a fighting-with-my-teenager, while pining-away-for-my-ex, pity party. “I have a hard time sleeping in a hotel, but I’ll get to bed early tonight and be ready for the wedding.”

      “Ugh. I still can’t believe Aunt Amy is making everyone get up at the butt crack of dawn.” She walked ahead of me and pressed the button for the elevator.

      “She’s always wanted a sunrise ceremony.” I caught myself glancing down the hall and sighed.

      What did it matter if I ran into Dane? It wasn’t like I expected him to swoop in and sweep me off my feet. Even if he did, it wouldn’t make a difference. I could not and would not go down that road again with anyone. Not until Kayla was grown and out of the house.

      We reached the ground floor of the mountain lodge. The place was stunning with wooden beams and killer views of Lake Tahoe and the mountains. With only thirty rooms, it was the perfect spot for a private destination wedding—and the worse place to try to avoid someone.

      “There you guys are.” Merilee stood and hugged first Kayla, and then me. “I was about to send out a search party.”

      “I’m moving slow. Couldn’t sleep last night.” I sank into a chair and motioned to the waiter.

      “You should book a massage and take a steam bath tonight before bed.” Amy’s expression reminded me of my mom’s when I’d spike a fever. Concern hidden behind a soft smile.

      “That sounds like heaven.” Not only would a little pampering make it easier to sleep, the chances of running into Dane in the spa were slim to none.

      The waiter came to the table. “Might I start you ladies off with a mimosa? We have both alcoholic and non-alcoholic.”

      “That sounds great.” I glanced at the menu. “I’ll have the eggs Benedict Florentine, please.”

      “Same for me.” Kayla hadn’t stopped glancing around since we’d sat. I didn’t need to ask to know who she was looking for. She and Ezra had patched things up shortly after his accident.

      “You just missed Zarah. She went upstairs to change clothes. Some of the kids are going on a hike,” Amy said. “I’m sure they’d wait for you, if you want to go with them.”

      She turned to me so fast, she nearly knocked over her water glass. “Can I?”

      “Sure.” I’d never admit it, but I’d love some time away from her. Between my mood and her nervous energy, we were like gasoline and fire. It was only a matter of time before something exploded.

      “I’ll text Zarah.” She pulled out her phone and typed away.

      “Kayla, Brody told me you went on a double date with him and Zarah.” Merilee leaned closer and lowered her voice. “But he wouldn’t tell me who you went with.”

      “His name is Toby.” She blushed. “He’s pretty cool.”

      “Pretty cool?” I nudged her side. “What happened to all that ‘he’s so amazing!’ stuff you were saying last week?”

      Kayla’s blush deepened, but her smile widened. This was something she enjoyed being teased about. And it was something I enjoyed seeing her talk about. Toby made Kayla happy and after everything with Ezra, she could use a little joy. She deserved to have a boy in her life who liked her back.

      Kayla’s happiness was the one bright spot in my otherwise crappy life. I would have traded the whole world for it and sometimes, I felt like I had.

      “Have you met him?” Amy narrowed her eyes, but her grin ruined the effect.

      “Briefly. When he picked her up for their first date.” I glanced at my daughter to gauge her reaction as I said, “But he’s taking her to her dad’s wedding next month.”

      “Chris is getting married?” Merilee asked.

      Kayla’s face brightened. “To a woman named Monica. She’s great.”

      I loved that she’d accepted Chris’s fiancé, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hurt. If only she could have given Dane the same chance…

      “Where did Toby take you on your first date?” Amy had changed the subject so fast it’d surprised me.

      I glanced at her and realized she’d shifted the talk back to Kayla’s boyfriend for my benefit. I might be single for the foreseeable future, but I had amazing friends.

      “He took me to the movies and ice cream.” Kayla’s voice went all sort of dreamy.

      “Ahhh.” Merilee laughed. “The makings of a great first date, I’m sure.”

      “From the way she’s grinning, I’d say so.” Amy laughed.

      “Remind me to never have breakfast with you guys again.” Smiling, Kayla typed into her phone.

      The conversation turned to the rehearsal dinner, the early morning ceremony, and the reception later in the afternoon. I smiled and nodded but had a hard time keeping up. By the time the food came, I was happy to have something to do other than act like a human bobblehead.

      When I’d finished, I faked a phone call. “Sorry. It’s work. I should take it.”

      I’d barely been outside for two minutes when Merilee joined me.

      “You okay?” she asked, stepping up beside me.

      “I’m great.” I leaned against the railing and glanced out at the mountains. The sun was bright, the sky blue—it was a gorgeous day.

      “Try again,” she said.

      I sighed. “Really. I’m okay.”

      The tight line of her lips told me she wasn’t buying it, but she nodded.

      Part of me wanted to vent, to get it all out in the open so it wouldn’t keep eating me alive. A bigger part wanted her to go back inside and leave me to my misery. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I know I don’t, but maybe I want to.”

      “Why?” I snapped. “Wouldn’t you rather be inside drinking mimosas?”

      “What I’d really like is if we both went back inside,” Merilee said.

      “I’m like that kid in the cartoons with the rain clouds hanging over his head. Aren’t you afraid I’m going to ruin the weekend for Amy?”

      “She’s worried about you, too, but I don’t think anything can spoil this weekend for her.”

      Frustrated, I turned away.

      “Natalie…” Merilee rested her hand on my shoulder. “Talk to me. How are you really?”

      “You want the truth?” I asked without looking at her.

      “I do.”

      “I’m pissed.”

      “Yeah. I got that.” She turned me to face her. “What else?”

      “Jealous.” The word fell out of my mouth before I could stop it. What kind of person was jealous of their best friend’s happiness?

      “Of Amy getting married?”

      “No, not exactly. I’m happy for her and Hudson. They belong together…” I sighed. “I’m jealous of how easy it was for them.”

      Merilee chuckled. “I don’t think Amy would agree with you on that.”

      “Maybe not, but once they got out of their own way, it came down to meeting a man, falling for him, dating for a half a second, and blending their families.”

      Merilee paused as if thinking over what I’d said, or more likely, trying to figure out how to reply. “Have you spoken to Dane?”

      All the anger seeped from my body and regret took its place. “No. Not since EZ’s accident.”

      “I’m sorry.” She pulled me into an embrace. “I wish things had worked out. I really do.”

      “Me, too.” I sighed against her shoulder. “It’s just… Knowing he’s here at this hotel is hard.”

      “He’s not here yet. His flight from Tahiti was delayed.”

      “Tahiti?” I wanted to kick myself for demanding my friends stop bringing him up. Had someone told me he wasn’t in Tahoe, I could have saved myself a day’s worth of anxiety. Hell, I probably would have been able to sleep.

      “Dane went on tour with EZ. They left San Sera the day after he was released from the hospital.” Merilee searched my expression. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did,” I joked.

      “I’m serious.” She smiled, but it wilted as quickly as it’d come. “Why haven’t you called him?”

      “Because we broke up.”

      “Yeah, but that was before. Kayla seems better now.” she said. “She’s dating someone else, and she seemed okay with the news Chris was getting married.”

      I knew what she was driving at, but I wasn’t ready to get into it. Not then. Not ever. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Don’t you think it’s possible that now she might not care if you date Dane?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think that will change anything for her.”

      “Have you asked her?”

      We’d talked about her wanting Chris and I to reconcile and her lying, but I’d shut her down every time she’d mentioned my relationship with Dane. The thought of bringing all of that up again was too much to even consider.

      “Maybe you should,” Merilee said. “It’s been over a month.”

      I shook my head. “Meri, you saw her back then. You know how upset she was, how desperate she was to keep Dane and me apart. A month isn’t enough time to get over that.”

      “To us, it’s a blink. But to teenagers, a month is like a lifetime. You might be surprised by what Kayla has to say.”

      “Even if she’s okay with it. I can’t jump back in with Dane.” My throat tightened. “I won’t survive losing him again if she’s not.”

      She hugged me again. “I understand…but maybe this time you won’t have to?”

      Merilee’s optimism was comforting, but she was trying to give me a hope I couldn’t afford. Losing Dane had destroyed me. Was still destroying me. The mere thought of trying again with him was terrifying.

      But Merilee was right about one thing. Kayla was in a much better headspace. And maybe, somewhere down the road, I could be, too.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: Where are you? I’m with Zarah and the Cole twins on a hike. I hate hiking.

        Ezra: We’re in Denver. Be there around seven.

        Kayla: Can’t wait to see you!

        Ezra: It’s been a long time. Much to tell you.

        Kayla: Same! How’s your dad?

        Ezra: Miserable as ever.

        Kayla: Same with my mom.

        Ezra: They’re being stupid. We should parent trap them.

        Kayla: We totally should.

        Ezra: Any ideas? It’s hard to do when Hudson rented the whole hotel.

        Kayla: My mom’s getting a massage and a steam bath after dinner.

        Ezra: Scope out the steam rooms. They could work. If they’re private.

        Kayla: I’m on it.

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 26

          

          

      

    

    






DANE

        

      

    

    
      I stared out the window as our driver wound his way up the side of a mountain, but I barely noticed the scenery. As per usual, my mind was on a certain blonde caterer.

      I hadn’t spoken to her since the day of EZ’s accident, but I’d spent the previous five weeks thinking about little else. It didn’t matter if I was standing in a crowded airport in Portugal, surfing in Maui, cheering EZ on in Australia, or staring at the ceiling in an unfamiliar hotel room—I couldn’t get her out of my head.

      “Check that out.” EZ leaned across me to get a better look at the steep drop off. “You think we’d survive the fall?”

      “I doubt it. The higher you soar, the wider the splat radius.” It struck me as funny, the same could be said about relationships.

      “Wow. Morbid much?” Shaking his head, he sent yet another text.

      I had no idea who he was talking to, but he’d been on his phone since we’d landed. “Are you going to be on that thing all night?”

      Ezra startled. “Oh. Sorry. I was just—”

      I sighed. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’m tired.”

      “And nervous?” He brushed his hair back from his face and exposed the nasty scar running from his forehead to his cheekbone.

      My stomach knotted every time I saw it, the constant reminder of how close I’d come to losing him. “Were you texting that cute little Aussie I caught you kissing the other night? What was her name? Maddie? Maggie?”

      “Mattie…” He hesitated. “Actually… I was texting Kayla.”

      My heart thumped hard enough to crack a rib. “I wasn’t aware you two had patched things up.”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t stay mad at her.”

      I cleared my throat. “That’s great. I’m glad you are back on texting terms.”

      “Yeah. It’s cool,” he said. “I really missed having her in my life. Plus, she’s dating Toby now so it’s good we can all hang out.”

      “Toby Smithfield?”

      “Mmm hmm. They’ve only been out twice, but they really like each other. He’s taking her to her dad’s wedding.”

      “Is she okay with Chris getting married?” I tried to play it cool. Just a dad making small talk with his son. No big deal. I didn’t have a dog in this fight.

      Ezra shrugged. “I guess not. She’s the best woman.”

      I laughed. “I’m glad she’s doing better. She was pretty messed up before.”

      “She told me she freaked out because she was afraid everyone would find out she lied.” He shifted to face me. “I don’t think she really even liked me that much. She was humiliated by how it all went down.”

      “That makes sense.” I’d thought about the girl quite a bit. It didn’t matter if she’d lied about Natalie and Chris to get them back together, to keep me and Nat apart, or because of her feelings for EZ. The damage was done.

      “I don’t think the problem was you dating her mom. It was the lies, so maybe…” Ezra trailed off with a knowing smile.

      “Maybe what?” I asked, knowing full well where he was going with it.

      “You and Natalie might be able to—”

      “No.” I stopped him. “That’s not happening.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Natalie isn’t going to want to get back together just because her daughter found a new boyfriend, and her ex is getting married.”

      He shrugged. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do.”

      “How?”

      “Because I know Natalie.”

      “And I know you.” He raised his chin. “You’ve been moping around when you think I’m not watching. It’s screwed up.”

      “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about Natalie.” I pulled out my phone to check my email, anything to end the conversation.

      “You can stop screwing around”—he snatched the cell out of my hand—“and talk to her.”

      “I can’t do that.” Another rejection would break me.

      Ezra looked like he wanted to argue. He narrowed his eyes, considering me for a couple heartbeats. Finally, he tossed the phone back. “Fine. I’ll drop it but do me a favor.”

      “What?”

      “Cut the fake happiness act, all right? I’m not eight-years-old anymore. I don’t need you to protect me.”

      “You got it.”

      Shaking his head, he typed into his phone. “And I’m booking you a steam bath tonight. You seriously need to relax.”

      “Thanks. That actually sounds great.”

      We rode the rest of the way in silence. My mind was spinning with everything he’d said. I’d dreaded the wedding, dreaded running into Natalie again. Being that close to her without being able to touch her would be a special kind of hell.

      We arrived at the hotel and checked into our rooms. I’d barely had a chance to finish the burger I’d ordered from room service when EZ bounded in.

      “Time for your steam bath.” He darted into the bathroom and returned with a towel.

      “I’m pretty sure they have those in the spa.” Pushing to my feet, I groaned. International flights had always sucked, but the older I got, the more I felt them.

      “Great. Let’s go.”

      “I can find my way by myself.” I raked my hands through my hair and trudged into the bathroom.

      “No, I have to go with you. I charged it to my credit card.” He followed me. “What are you doing? You’re going to be late.”

      “I’m removing the sweaters that grew on my teeth somewhere over the Pacific Ocean.”

      He held up his hands. “Yeah, good plan.”

      I finished up and splashed cold water on my face. “Thanks for this. I would have paid for it.”

      “Please. I can afford it.” He puffed out his chest. “After that last win, and signing on with Billabong, I’m good for it.”

      Laughing, I followed him downstairs.

      Nights like this were my favorite. He was so grown up, but not quite a man. Soon enough, he wouldn’t need me around, but I intended to enjoy every moment until then.

      EZ led me through the spa and to a changing room on the outside of the building.

      I would have guessed the facilities were for the pool, but they’d work. I stripped down, wrapped a towel around my waist, and met my son on the private deck. “Where to?”

      He glanced around. “The woman said to find the door with your name on it.”

      The kid was acting squirrely, so much so I worried he was pranking me. “EZ, I swear to God, if there’s bullion involved in this—”

      “Geez. I try to do something nice, and this is the thanks I get?” He laughed.

      “Uh huh.” I scanned what appeared to be a series of small rooms and saw one with a piece of paper with my name on it. “There it is.”

      Blowing out a breath, he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Cool. Have fun in there.”

      My teen-weirdness radar went off. Again. “Are you okay? You seem stressed.”

      “I’m good… Meeting Kayla and the others in five.” He made a show of looking at his phone. “Gotta roll.”

      He’s nervous about seeing her. I can relate.

      “Don’t stay out too late. The wedding is at six AM,” I said.

      “Yeah, I might just stay up all night. Jet lag.” He stalked off, waving over his shoulder.

      I walked to the steam room and stared at the white paper with my name scribbled on it. It struck me as odd that a place as swanky as this wouldn’t have an attendant to show guests to their rooms.

      Shaking off the day, I opened the door and stepped inside. The steam and dim lighting made it difficult to see but did nothing to dampen my hearing.

      “Dane?”

      I recognized her voice instantly. “Natalie?”

      “What are you doing in here? This is mine for at least another ten minutes.” She sounded like she was a hair shy of panic.

      “This was on the door.” I held the paper with my name on it up, and then it hit me. EZ booking the room, his weird behavior, his high tailing it out of there. “I think we’ve been set up.”

      She didn’t smile. She didn’t speak. Her green eyes widened with something between horror and sadness.

      Without thinking, I took a step forward.

      She clutched the towel wrapped around her body.

      My God, she’s beautiful.

      Even in the shitty light, I noticed changes in her appearance. Her cheeks had sunken, and even sitting down, I could tell she had lost weight. She looked tired. No, not tired. Exhausted.

      “Hi.” My voice cracked, so I tried again. “Hi. How are you?”

      “Good. You?” Her voice sent chills racing down my spine.

      “I’m… Yeah, I’m good.”

      We fell into an uneasy silence.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I sat on the bench across from her. “Um, how’s work?”

      Natalie shook her head, not meeting my gaze. “We don’t have to do this.”

      “Do what?” I knew exactly what she meant, but I was so starved for her company, I would have been happy to argue if it meant she stayed.

      “The awkward exes small talk.”

      “It doesn’t have to be awkward,” I said.

      Natalie scoffed. “But it is.”

      “Okay then.” I shook my arms out and rolled my neck around, trying to make her laugh. “There. All tension and awkwardness gone. Your turn.”

      She didn’t move, but her lips curled up ever so slightly. It wasn’t a full smile. Not even close. But it was enough to remind me how much I loved seeing her happy.

      “Let’s try this again,” I said, keeping my voice light. “How’s work?”

      “It’s good. Busy,” she said. “You?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been on tour with EZ.”

      Her almost smile grew bigger. “Has he been kicking butt and taking names?”

      “You could say that. He’s won four of the last five competitions.”

      “How’s his head?” She motioned to her forehead as if to remind me.

      “He has a nasty scar, but his female fans seem to like it.”

      Natalie dipped her chin and smiled.

      “Finally,” I said. “A real smile.”

      She froze, her eyes locked on mine. This time, she didn’t immediately look away. I stared, willing her to read my mind, to see how much I still loved her.

      “I miss you,” I blurted out.

      Natalie lowered her gaze.

      And just like that, the spell broke. It felt like a bubble had formed around us and popped. I wanted it back. I wanted her back.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. It just kind of came out.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “But I do,” I said. “I do miss you.”

      Natalie sniffed. “I miss you, too.”

      “Ezra told me Kayla has a new boyfriend?”

      She looked up again. Her eyes were red, but dry. I didn’t know if I could handle seeing her cry right now. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from taking her in my arms if she did.

      She shrugged “They’ve gone on a couple dates.”

      “I’ve known Toby for years. He’s a good kid.”

      “Seems like it.” She nodded.

      “I guess…” I cleared my throat. “She’s over Ezra.”

      Natalie didn’t answer. Her eyes flickered between my face and the door.

      I leaned forward. “Can we talk? Please?”

      “Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

      “No. We’re not talking, we’re… I don’t know what we’re doing, but it isn’t us. This doesn’t feel like us.”

      “Because there is no us anymore.” She clutched her towel tight as if preparing to stand.

      I winced.

      This is torture.

      She was right there, feet away. I wanted so badly to reach out and pull her into my arms. She looked so sad, so unbelievably miserable, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      “I miss you,” I said again.

      Natalie closed her eyes. “I miss you too.”

      “Then let’s talk about that. At least that’s real.”

      “Why?” She stared, fresh tears filling her eyes. “What’s the point? I miss you, so what? What good does it do to tell you that?”

      “Because it’s the truth.” My voice rose.

      “I can’t do this.” She stood.

      “Can’t do what? Can’t talk to me?”

      “Exactly.”

      She made a move toward the door, but I lunged forward before she could. Taking her hand in mine, I held her there, squeezing her fingers and willing her to look at me.

      “Please,” I said, my voice breaking. “Don’t leave.”

      “I can’t go through this again,” she whispered. “Saying goodbye to you…”

      “Then don’t. Stay and talk and maybe—”

      “Maybe what?” She jerked her hand free. “Maybe we can figure out a way to be together without it destroying my daughter again? We tried that, remember? It didn’t work.”

      “But Kayla moved on and Chris is getting married.”

      “And you really think that’s all it was?”

      I blinked, confused. “What else was there?”

      “Look…” Natalie turned her back to me and hung her head. “This past month has been the worst month of my life. Every day, I feel like I’m dying, and I keep waiting for it to get better, but it never does.”

      “I feel the same way.” I rested my hands on her shoulder, but she pulled away again.

      “When Chris introduced us to his fiancé, she and Kayla talked and laughed and… They hit it off so easily. It took no effort at all. It just…was.”

      “That’s great,” I said.

      “It is great.” She shook her head. “And it’s the complete opposite of what happened when she met you.”

      “That’s not—”

      Natalie turned and held up her free hand. “I know it’s different, but it shouldn’t be. Don’t you get it? It shouldn’t be so hard to merge our lives.”

      “Maybe now—”

      “I can’t base anything on maybes.” The tears pooling in Natalie’s eyes spilled over.

      I caught one with my thumb, letting my hand linger over her cheek.

      She closed her eyes and leaned her face against my palm.

      “Even crying,” I whispered, “you are so damn beautiful.”

      Natalie pulled away and walked to the door. “Kayla is my entire life. I can’t risk anything that might hurt her. Not again.”

      Everything inside of me wanted to argue. To tell her it would be different and that we could make it work, but she seemed so broken. I didn’t have it in me to fight and risk hurting her more. “I understand.”

      Stunned, I watched her leave.

      I sank onto the bench and dropped my head into my hands. I had no idea how long I’d stayed in the steam room, but I was beginning to feel faint.

      The blast of cool mountain air hit me the second I opened the door, and so did the kids.

      Kayla and EZ circled like sharks.

      “What happened?” Ezra asked.

      Kayla furrowed her brow. “Are you okay? You look sick.”

      “I’m fine. Stayed in too long.” I didn’t feel comfortable standing there talking to a teenaged girl in a towel. “I need to get dressed.”

      “Okay,” EZ said. “But what happened? I thought you guys were getting back together?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because that’s the whole reason we brought you here!” EZ threw up his hands.

      Kayla nodded.

      I knew it.

      Motioning between them, I arched a brow. “You two planned this?”

      Kayla chewed her lower lip. “You’ve both been so miserable, we thought—”

      My heart lurched. “You want your mom and I to be together?”

      Kayla blushed. “I just want my mom to be happy again, and she needs you for that.”

      Be it staying in the hot room too long, the international flight, or the situation, my stomach twisted to the point I thought I’d puke. “Your mom disagrees.”

      “Talk to her again,” Ezra said.

      “Please,” Kayla added.

      “Not tonight. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” I strode toward the dressing rooms with my hand pressed hard against my gut.

      I took a cool shower before getting dressed. The nausea had passed, but I was hungry. The burger I’d scarfed down in my room had been the only food I’d seen since breakfast.

      Kayla and EZ shot to their feet the moment I walked onto the deck. Both stared as if waiting for me to solve global warming.

      “Let’s get some dinner. I’m starved.”

      The kids exchanged glances, shrugged, and guided me to the empty restaurant.

      While we ate, Kayla talked about soccer camp, and EZ regaled her with surfing stories. We laughed and lingered far longer than we should have, considering we had an early morning wedding to attend, but it was amazing.

      It was funny. Kayla had finally accepted me, and all it took was breaking mine and Natalie’s hearts for it to happen.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ezra: I don’t know what more we could have done

        Kayla: It’s my mom. She doesn’t believe I’m okay with it.

        Ezra: Can you convince her?

        Kayla: I’m going to try *fingers crossed*
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      The rest of my night was a blur.

      I sat in my room alone, wondering if Kayla was okay. I took a long shower. Tears rained down my face as I remembered the heartbroken look in Dane’s eyes.

      He’d been even more handsome than I’d remembered. Tanner, blonder, more muscular. His time with EZ on the tour circuit had done him good.

      Kayla came in an hour later. “Mom?”

      I waved to her from my nest on the couch. “How was your night?”

      “Okay.” She plopped down beside me. “It was nice to hang out with Ezra.”

      “You two have a lot of catching up to do,” I said.

      “We do. And…” She sighed. “It was also nice to spend some time with Dane.”

      My stomach flipped. “You saw Dane?”

      “He took EZ and me to dinner after…” She grabbed my hand and said the words no parent wanted to hear. “Promise you won’t be mad.”

      I frowned, confused. “I promise, but what did you do?”

      “EZ and I set up a parent trap in the steam room.”

      I vaguely remember Dane saying something about being set up, but with everything else that had happened, I’d forgotten all about it. “You and Ezra?”

      Kayla winced. “Yeah.”

      “Why?” I didn’t have the energy to raise my voice.

      She took a deep breath and twisted to face me. “Because I had to fix what I messed up.”

      I wanted to tell her this wasn’t her fault, that she hadn’t done anything wrong, but I couldn’t. No matter her reasons, she’d done and said horrible things, and I was through letting her off the hook for her behavior. “Go on.”

      “I let my own stupid feelings get in the way of your happiness. Every time I think about those things I said about you…and how I acted… I hate myself so much.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “But it’s true. I never should have reacted to you and Dane that way. I was just so… I don’t know. I was convinced that Ezra and I were like soulmates or something.” She dipped her chin. “I lied about you and dad, and the lies kept getting bigger and bigger. I couldn’t take them back. I was so scared everyone would find out what I’d done…”

      “We’ve talked about this.” I ran my hand through her hair. “You apologized, and I forgave you.”

      She sighed. “Dane said the same thing, but it doesn’t make it right. You guys are still so miserable.”

      “I’m not—”

      “You are. Please don’t lie to me.”

      An argument was poised on the tip of my tongue, but one look into Kayla’s eyes, and I shut my mouth. She was right. Lying wouldn’t get us anywhere.

      “Okay, I am,” I admitted. “But not because of you.”

      “You broke up with Dane because of me.”

      “I broke up with Dane because my relationship with him was having a negative impact on your life.”

      “But it wasn’t.” She grabbed my hand. “Don’t you see? I only thought it was, and then I was so embarrassed and afraid, I didn’t know how to take it all back.”

      “I’m glad you feel better about things, but you were in a lot of pain back then. It’s my job, as your mom, to help take some of that away. Which is exactly what I did.”

      “My pain wasn’t about you and Dane,” she said. “I was wrong.”

      “That may be, but it doesn’t matter now.”

      Kayla groaned. “It totally matters. I can’t let my stupid mistakes be the reason you and Dane aren’t together. I can’t.”

      “And I can’t let my personal life make you unhappy,” I said.

      “That’s my point though. It won’t make me unhappy.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “I do!” She shot to her feet.

      “Why are you getting so upset about this?”

      “Look Mom, I was embarrassed. I created this whole big thing in my head about me and Ezra. And when he rejected me, it really sucked. So, I took it out on you and Dane and that was wrong. I never should have asked to move in with Dad. I never should have made you feel like you had to break up with a guy who makes you really, really happy.”

      I didn’t know what to say. This was the last thing I expected.

      “He still loves you.” Her voice softened.

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Ezra told me.”

      Even if what Kayla said was true, that didn’t mean Dane would want me back. Especially not after how I behaved tonight.

      “I broke up with him,” I said, more to myself than Kayla.

      “So? Take it back.”

      Maybe she was right. Maybe all it would take was one phone call and then…

      No. In the steam room, I’d told Dane I couldn’t base anything on maybes, and I’d meant it. It wasn’t fair to him, or to me, to risk hurting each other all over again.

      Kayla pressed her palms together. “Please, Mom. Just talk to him.”

      “I don’t know…” I could picture it. I’d show up at Dane’s door, pour my heart out to him, and kiss him. He’d take me in his arms, carry me to bed, and make love to me the way only he could.

      “This isn’t a romcom. Sometimes there isn’t a happy ending.” I pushed to my feet. “I’m going to bed. I have to be up in a couple hours.”

      “What do you think those movies are based on?” Kayla followed me. “Couples like you and Dane.”

      I crawled into bed. “And what happens next?”

      Kayla frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “If Dane and I get back together, are you really going to be okay with it? Or am I going to come downstairs to find cooking oil sprayed all over the floor and my keys frozen in an ice cube?”

      “We never froze your keys.” She folded her arms. “Or oiled the floor…but that would have been funny.”

      “You know what I’m asking. Are you sure?”

      She curled up beside me. Her smile was warmer and more genuine than it had been for months. “I’m so sure. I want this for you, and I want it for me. I want Dane to be my stepdad. He’s totally cool—even cooler than Monica.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The thought of getting back together with Dane filled me with an excitement unlike anything I’d ever felt.

      “Call him.” Kayla tugged my arm. “Right now.”

      “No.” I laughed. “I can’t —”

      “You can.”

      “That’s not how I want to do it.” I snuggled into the pillow, but my mind was racing. I highly doubted I’d get any sleep before the wedding.

      She raised her eyebrows. “Then how do you want to do it? Show up at his door wearing nothing but a trench coat?”

      “Kayla!” I pushed her to the edge of the mattress. “Go to bed. We’ll talk about this after the wedding.”

      “Okay, okay. Yeesh.” She stood and stared down at me. “But you’re going to tell him you want to get back together?”

      “I am.”

      “Wait. You are?” She bounced around the room like Rocky after winning a fight.

      “And don’t you dare tell Ezra.”

      Giggling, she held up her hands and backed out of the room.

      What have I done?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: Big surprise coming tomorrow.

        Ezra: Tell me. I could use some good news.

        Kayla: I’ve been sworn to secrecy.

        Ezra: What if I guess?

        Kayla: Maybe.

        Ezra: The parent trap worked?

        Kayla: Maybe…

        Ezra: Hell yeah!
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      “Natalie?” Amy waved her hand in front of my face. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready?” I sat up and glanced around the bridal suite.

      “The ceremony is starting soon.” She motioned from her gorgeous white dress to the flowers in her hair.

      Nope. Not ready to see him. I haven’t figured out what I want to say.

      “Yep. Sorry. I zoned out.” I stood and smoothed the periwinkle blue dress over my hips.

      Zarah glanced at me with a questioning look.

      My breath caught.

      Of course, Kayla told her about the parent-trap in the sauna.

      I shook my head a fraction of an inch and slid my gaze toward Amy. This was hers and Hudson’s big moment. The focus needed to remain on them—at least until after the ceremony.

      The teen sighed but nodded. “I’m going to check on Dad and Jason.”

      “Okay, honey.” Amy paced the room.

      Merilee peeked out the bridal suite window and frowned. “Why is the real estate agent arguing with Adam Martinez?”

      “Jenna?” Amy peered out the window. “Adam’s daughter is a dancer, right?”

      Meri nodded. “I wonder if their kids are rivals or something. They look like they’re ready to kill each other.”

      I walked to the window to get a look. Sure enough, Jenna and Adam were standing toe-to-toe having a rather passionate discussion. “Or tear each other’s clothes off. I bet he’s Dance Douche.”

      “Adam Martinez is a sweetheart.” Meri frowned. “I can’t imagine anyone would call him a douche…Wow. Dane’s talking to Kayla and EZ.”

      My gaze fell on my daughter and the McCormick men.

      “Huh…that’s odd.” I tried to sound nonchalant, but my voice cracked halfway through. I didn’t want to get into the situation with me and Dane.

      Amy hurried to my side. “Are you going to be okay? Because you don’t have to do this. I’ll understand if you—”

      “I’m fine. I swear.” I caught myself smiling like a lunatic and smoothed my expression. “I’m not going to miss your wedding because I’m too chicken to see Dane.”

      “I still can’t believe the best man skipped the rehearsal dinner.” Merilee shook her head.

      “He couldn’t get a flight back from Tahiti.” Amy clamped her mouth shut. “Sorry. I know this has to be hard for you.”

      I waved her concerns away. “It’s okay.”

      It was killing me to keep such a big secret from my besties, but I didn’t want to jinx myself. They’d find out the good news after Dane and I had kissed and made up.

      The wedding planner burst into the room. “It’s showtime, ladies.”

      The color drained from Amy’s face, and she swayed on her feet.

      I grabbed her shoulders to keep her upright. “Breathe. It’s going to be okay.”

      She drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “It all just became very real.”

      “Just now?” The wedding planner snickered.

      I’d never wanted to throat punch someone until then. “Not helping.”

      He blanched.

      Merilee moved to Amy’s right and looped her arm in hers. “Forget about everything except Hudson waiting for you at the end of the aisle.”

      Nodding, I took her left arm. “You can do this. Just keep your eyes on Hudson.”

      We guided her down the winding staircase, through the lobby, and to the door leading to the gardens.

      “Where’s Zarah?” Amy’s voice rose.

      “She’s outside with Jason waiting for us.” Merilee nodded to the teens standing on the other side of the French doors.

      “You’ve got this.” I met her gaze, fully prepared to catch her if she fell.

      She squared her shoulders and nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Good, because there’s no turning back now.” Jason hugged his mom. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Amy straightened his bowtie. “Ready to walk me down the aisle?”

      “More than ready.”

      The wedding planner clapped his hands. “Focus people.”

      Jason shot the guy a dirty look. “Relax. They aren’t going to start without us.”

      “Be that as it may, we don’t want to keep your guest waiting.” He huffed.

      I lined up behind Zarah and Merilee and waited for the annoying planner to signal it was my turn to go. Everything was fine as long as I focused on the back of Merilee’s head, but the planner motioned for her to march, my gaze drifted to the front of the aisle—or more specifically, to Dane.

      My heart thudded to a stop.

      The man was handsome in jeans and a T-shirt. In a tux, with the sun rising behind him, he looked like a freaking movie star. As if feeling my stare, he glanced up and met my gaze. I’d expected a nod of recognition, a smile, anything other than for him to look away.

      Oh my God. What if Kayla was wrong? Or worse, making stuff up. What if he’d changed his mind about me after last night?

      “Natalie. Go. You’re holding up the ceremony,” the planner hissed.

      Shit.

      I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other. The closer I came to Dane, the faster my pulse raced and more my hands trembled. If I didn’t get a grip, I’d shake the petals off the lilies in my bouquet.

      Almost there.

      I reached the top of the aisle, but as I turned to take my place, my foot tangled in the hem of my dress. I felt the tug on the fabric and stepped back, but the rhinestones on my shoe must have snagged on the chiffon. I teetered to the side, heard the rip, and knew I was going down.

      Hudson lurched as if to grab me but stopped short.

      Strong muscular arms caught me before I hit the ground. I glanced up into the most beautiful set of brown eyes, that sometimes looked green.

      “There she goes again,” Dane whispered as he pulled me to his chest.

      Memories of our first coffee date overwhelmed me. He’d said the same thing right before he’d kissed me for the first time. “Still making fun of the klutz…”

      “This time, I’m going to hold onto you.” He twisted the words from our coffee date enough to fit the moment. “So you don’t break a bone or anything.”

      “Is that the only reason?” I whispered and caught movement out of the corner of my eye.

      The freaking wedding planner had turned fuchsia and was waving his arms fast enough to take flight.

      Dane winked and set me on my feet.

      My mind reeling, I took my place beside Merilee.

      “What the heck was that?” Merilee glanced from me to Dane and back.

      “I’m going to get my man, and this time, I’m not going to let him go.”

      She laughed too loud for a wedding. “Looked to me like he has the same idea.”

      The music changed and the guests stood as Amy walked down the aisle, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Dane.

      Cheeks flushed and tears threatening to spill from his eyes, he stared right back.

      The ceremony seemed to go on forever. I was too caught up in the best man to pay attention. It wasn’t until Merilee moved in front of me to take Amy’s bouquet that I realized I’d missed my cue.

      By the time the newlyweds kissed, I thought I’d come out of my skin.

      Dane looped his arm with mine to lead me back down the aisle.

      “Meet me on the lakeshore in five minutes?” Smiling for the small crowd, I spoke without moving my lips.

      “Make it ten.” He gave me a quick peck on the cheek and strode off toward the reception tent.

      “Where’s he going?” Merilee stopped walking.

      Adam, Hudson’s friend and groomsman, glanced over the guests. “My guess is to find EZ.”

      It dawned on me that we were missing more than a few teenagers. In fact, other than Zarah and Jason—who were in the wedding—no one over the age of thirty had shown up for the ceremony. “Kayla’s missing, too.”

      “So are Brody and Tyler.” Meri shook her head. “Not that I blame them. Six AM is brutal.”

      “Keep an eye out for Kayla. I’ll be back soon.” I handed her my bouquet and hurried across the lawn. When I reached the lake, I kicked off my shoes and dug my toes into the sand.

      I was early, but that didn’t stop me from looking for Dane every few seconds. We didn’t have long. There were photos to take, toasts to make, and a wedding breakfast to eat, but I wanted to talk to him, to tell him how I felt and put all the pain behind us.

      The sun had risen higher since the beginning of the ceremony, but the sky was still streaked with shades of orange and pink and yellow. I stared out over the lake and admired the flickers of color on the water.

      Any minute now, Dane would show up and take my breath away. No matter what happened next, I promised myself I’d be okay. If he wanted to be with me, we would make it work. If he didn’t, then I’d make that work, too. No matter what, I was ready.

      That was, until I felt him behind me.

      “Hey you,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and smiled, letting the sound of his voice wash over me. I wanted to savor this moment just in case it was the last one we’d spend together.

      “Hi.” I turned to face him.

      Our eyes met and I knew. He wanted this as much as I did.

      “I’m glad you asked me to meet you.” He took a step toward me.

      “I’m glad you came.” I closed the distance between us.

      Smiling, he brushed a loose tendril of hair from my face. “You thought I wouldn’t?”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      He tilted his head and leaned closer as if to kiss me but seemed to catch himself. “Why not?”

      “After how I acted in the steam room…” I dipped my chin.

      “You were upset. I get it.”

      “Do you always have to be so understanding? Just once, I wish you would yell at me or something.”

      “Not a chance.” He chuckled.

      I glanced at his lips, but I forced myself to look back at his eyes. I’d missed the intensity of his stare when he was debating on kissing me. I needed to say what needed to be said before I forgot all about it and threw myself into his arms. “I wanted to talk to you about everything that happened and… and about how I handled it.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a rush. “Breaking up with you was a coward’s move. I thought it was the only way to make sure Kayla was okay, but I was wrong. I should have fought harder to find out the truth. I should have fought harder to make things work between us.”

      “You were being a good mother.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I was using my daughter as an excuse to run.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Run from what?”

      “Loving you.”

      Dane moved closer. All I had to do was lift my arm, and I could touch his hand. A little higher, and I could rest my palm against his chest. Higher still, and I could cup his cheek.

      “You were scared?” he asked.

      I nodded, never taking my eyes off his.

      “Me too.”

      “You were?”

      Dane chuckled. “This is scary as hell.”

      “Agreed.”

      “But I’d rather be scared with you than without.”

      “Agreed.”

      Dane’s smile pulled me to him like a magnet. I couldn’t wait another second. I slid my arms around him and pressed my cheek against his chest.

      He held me. “If I don’t kiss you soon, I’m going to explode.”

      “We can’t have that.” Laughing, I rose to my toes and brushed my lips across his once, twice, three times.

      Dane wrapped his arms around my waist, pulled me firmly against him, and kissed me like he meant it.

      When he pulled away, I whimpered.

      “Hold on,” he said, breathing heavy. “There’s more we need to talk about.” He took a half-step back.

      Disappointed, and more than a little worried, I nodded.

      Dane’s forehead creased as he led me to a bench beneath the trees and gestured for me to sit.

      I didn’t know what to say, or do, other than to wait for the hammer to drop.

      He sat beside me and took my hand. “The entire time we’ve been apart, I was waiting for something to happen to bring you back to me. Now that we’re here, together, I need to know why.”

      “Fair enough.” I sighed.

      “It’s not that I’m not happy. I’m…”

      “Scared?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      Looking him in the eye, I told him about my conversation with Kayla and how I knew, this time, she meant what she said. I went on to explain how she felt about everything with Ezra—more shame and humiliation than heartbreak. I told Dane about Kayla’s apology and how horrible she felt for lying and for our breakup.

      “…and more than anything,” I continued, “this past month has been so damn hard. Living without you isn’t living at all.”

      “Natalie—” Dane began, but I silenced him with a soft finger against his lips.

      “I’m not done,” I said. “Dane, you’re the love of my life. The way I feel about you is more than I ever thought I could feel. And, if you still want me, I promise I won’t run again. Not from you. Not from us. Not from anything.”

      “Come here.” He pulled me into his lap.

      Dane kissed me gently at first, then harder. I tangled my fingers in his hair to pull him closer and he moaned against my lips. When I turned into him, the folds of fabric in the front of my dress parted. He took full advantage of the peep show to run his hand along my thigh.

      “We can’t do this now,” I said breathless.

      “Why not?” He licked the hollow behind my earlobe. “No one’s around.”

      “We’re supposed to be getting pictures with the rest of the wedding party.” I glanced down, praying I hadn’t wrinkled my dress.

      “Tonight. You. Me. In this lake with nothing between us but water.” He eased me off his lap.

      “I like the way you think.” I took his hand and half dragged him back to the wedding.

      Our friends stared, but I didn’t care, nor did I explain our absence. They were adults. They could figure it out.

      After what felt like hours, the photoshoot ended. Dane and I walked inside the tent with his arm slung around my shoulders.

      He glanced over the guests and frowned. “Where the hell are all the kids? I woke them up after the ceremony.”

      “My guess is they went back to sleep the second you left.”

      “Teenagers.” He curled his upper lip.

      Merilee walked in with her close friend, Sully. However, judging by the kiss she laid on him, he’d been upgraded to friends with benefits.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” Dane gawked.

      “Wow. I can’t wait for our next Girls’ Night In. Miss Meri has some serious explaining to do.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Please tell me Merilee doesn’t have cats.”

      “No, why?”

      Before he could answer, the wedding planner strode to us and thrust my purse into my hand. “It’s been ringing and dinging since before the ceremony started.”

      Dane gave the guy a hard enough look to send him scurrying away. “Where did they find that moron?”

      “He came with the hotel.” I pulled out my phone and gasped. I have twenty-seven messages from Kayla, and half as many voicemails.

      “Everything okay?” Dane tensed.

      A slow smile crossed my face. “It’s Kayla. She’s asking how it went with you this morning.”

      He kissed my neck. “What are you going to tell her?”

      I typed out a quick response—a heart emoji, a smiley face, and an emoji showing three drops of water—then pressed send.

      Dane peered down at my phone, frowned, then burst out laughing.

      “What?” I asked. “What’s so funny?”

      “That water emoji? Do you know what the kids use that for?”

      “I thought it was tears.” One glance at his surprised expression and my cheeks burned. “Oh God. What is it? Is it bad?”

      “Let’s go back to my room, and I’ll show you,” Dane whispered, then nibbled my earlobe.

      I glanced from him to the exit and back. “We’re the maid of honor and best man. We can’t leave.”

      “The real reception isn’t until tonight.” He winked. “We can be quick.”

      “Uh huh. I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      Together, we hurried back to the hotel. After a month apart, I’d take him quick, slow, or somewhere in between—but I’d never let him go again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kayla: My mom texted me! They’re back together! For real!

        Ezra: What?! Thank GOD! This is amazing!

        Kayla: I know! She sent me a dirty emoji. I don’t think she knows what it means. Still. BARF.

        Ezra: Hahahaha omg that’s disgusting

        Kayla: Tell me about it!

        Ezra: But good, right? This is good?

        Kayla: This is great! Who knows, maybe we’ll be brother and sister one day lol

        Ezra: That would be so cool!

        Kayla: Right?!
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DANE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Month Later

      

      

      “Kayla! Ezra! Let’s go!” Natalie called from the front porch.

      The kids hurried outside, each carrying a moving box.

      I wrapped my arms around her waist, holding her from behind as the kids loaded the last of Kayla and Natalie’s personal items into the back of my truck. We’d donated the rest of the furniture and household items. They’d be picked up later that week.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” I whispered in her ear.

      “It’s a little late for second thoughts.” She laughed.

      I shrugged. “Nah. We can move everything right back in if you want.”

      Natalie twisted around and punched my arm. “Trying to get rid of me already?”

      “Not a chance.” I kissed her perfect lips.

      “Seriously? Now?” Ezra hollered. “Can you save it until we get home?”

      Kayla groaned. “Really. This is embarrassing. We’re outside. Anyone could see you.”

      I kissed Natalie again, longer this time, just to irritate the kids. They made exaggerated gagging sounds behind us, making both Natalie and I pull away laughing.

      “All right, all right,” I said. “Everyone in, let’s go.”

      Nat glanced from the for sale sign in the front yard to the porch, and smiled. “I’m going to miss this place, but I’m ready.”

      “For the next chapter?” I cocked my head.

      “For forever.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I held her hand the entire drive to our house on the beach.

      “I can’t believe this is actually happening,” Natalie said as we pulled in the driveway.

      “I can,” Kayla said. “This house is huge.”

      Natalie laughed. “That’s the only reason you’re excited?”

      “I mean, it’s a big part.”

      “Spoiled.” Ezra poked her side.

      She scoffed. “Yeah right. Like you aren’t. How many new surfboards did you get in the last two years? Twelve?”

      “Whatever. Most of them are from my actual job and sponsors.” Ezra rolled his eyes and got out of the car.

      Kayla followed close behind. “Surfing isn’t a job.”

      They bickered the entire way to the front door.

      “You know.” Natalie shook her head. “I was a little worried about those two living together after Kayla’s crush, but…”

      “But those days are long gone.”

      “Long gone.” Natalie nodded. “I don’t think they could be more like siblings if they were actually blood related.”

      Neither of us made a move to get out of the truck, or to let go of the other’s hand. It was just the two of us. Ezra and Kayla were probably still bickering inside, and I didn’t want their fighting to ruin this moment.

      “We did it,” I said. “We made it. We’re officially shacking up together.”

      “Never let anyone say you aren’t a romantic.” Natalie’s smile melted my heart. She tugged my shirt, pulling my face to hers. The second our lips touched I lost myself in her.

      Easing away, I pulled the small velvet box, and a folded envelope, from my pocket. The week after we’d returned from Hudson and Amy’s wedding, I’d taken Kayla to the jewelers to help me pick out the ring. I’d been carrying it around since. I didn’t want a big Instagram worthy proposal. I wanted the perfect moment, and oddly enough, this felt right.

      Natalie’s gaze darted to the box and her eyes widened. “Dane…”

      “I know we’re in a car,” I said, somewhat apologetic. “I know this could be more romantic, but I can’t wait another minute.”

      “Oh wow,” Natalie breathed.

      “Before I give you this.” I wiggled the box. “I need you to read this.” I handed her the letter. “I’ll be waiting for you on our beach.”

      She glanced down at the writing on the pale blue envelope and gasped. “‘To the next Mrs. McCormick…' This is from Melissa?”

      My throat to tight to speak, I nodded and climbed out of the cab to give her some privacy. I made it to the corner of the house, before glancing back at her.

      Nat had her head down with her hand pressed to her mouth.

      Leaving her to it, I continued along the short path and kicked my shoes off when I reached the sand. I walked along the shoreline and marveled at how hearing a woman’s laugh in a crowded restaurant had changed my life.

      For starters, I’d bought a house and moved out of the hotel. Natalie and I were working hard to open the restaurant. We’d named it Della’s, after her mom. Even with the new project, I worked less, because I had something other than my job to live for.

      I smiled more. I laughed more. And the giant hole in my heart was mostly full.

      But those were the big things.

      Losing Melissa had taught me it was the little things that were most important—and loving Natalie came with too many sweet surprises to count. The scent of her hair on my pillow. Her toothbrush next to mine. Coffee brewing every morning. Goodbye kisses. Hello kisses. Just because kisses.

      I lost track of time thinking about the woman in my truck reading a letter from the woman I’d lost years before.

      Movement in the corner of my eye drew my attention. I turned and watched as Natalie walked toward me with the pale blue stationary still in her hand. Even from a distance, I could tell she’d been crying.

      When she reached me, she threw herself into my arms.

      “Are you okay?” I held her close. Part of me wanted to ask her what Melissa had written, but I held back for the same reason, I hadn’t opened it after she’d died. It wasn’t addressed to me.

      “I’m wonderful. She…she was a truly amazing woman.” She stepped back and pressed the letter to her chest. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      Not trusting my voice, I nodded.

      “Did you have a question you wanted to ask me?” Natalie gave me a coy smile.

      Clearing my throat, I dropped to one knee and took her hand. “Nat, you’re it for me. Forever. Will you marry me?”

      “I love you.” She laughed, threw her head back and shouted to the sky. “I love him so much.”

      “Is that a yes?” I smiled, once again surprised by her reaction.

      “Yes!”

      I kissed her, slid the ring onto her finger, and kissed her again.

      All the while, I whispered I love you over and over against her lips.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A Few Months Later

      

      

      Ezra stood in front of the mirror fighting with his bowtie. “Who makes these stupid things?”

      I walked behind him. Patting his shoulder, I gestured with my other hand for him to give it to me. “Let me help.”

      “I almost got it,” he grumbled.

      Another second of struggle, and he admitted defeat. Grimacing, he turned to face me.

      “These things suck,” he said. “Why are we wearing monkey suits anyway?”

      “Because it’s a wedding.” I made quick work of the bowtie and turned him back to the mirror.

      “Still. Nothing wrong with shorts. It’s on the beach.”

      “You can change after the ceremony,” I promised him for the hundredth time.

      Despite Ezra’s moaning, he was excited for today—but no one was more excited than me. Not even Natalie, who’d spent the past seven months planning every detail, or Kayla, who had been beside her mother every step of the process. I’d been waiting to marry Natalie since our first date and now, it was finally happening.

      “Are you nervous?” Ezra asked.

      “Nope.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah right. I’ve heard all the cliché things about cold feet. Apparently, it’s expected for the dude to freak out before the wedding.”

      “Let me let you in on a little secret.” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “If you’re marrying the right person, there’s no such thing as cold feet.”

      Ezra raised his eyebrows doubtfully. “Did you have cold feet with Mom?”

      My chest warmed at the mention of Melissa. I missed her today, more than I had in a long time, and I knew why. She would have been so happy to see me find someone as amazing as Natalie. When Melissa had gotten sick, this was all she’d talked about. Someone new to love us after she was gone. This had been her final wish.

      “My feet were warm and toasty on the day I married your mom.” I smiled.

      “And now?”

      “Warm and toasty again.” I sat on the edge of the bed and tied my dress shoes.

      He tilted his head. “I think Mom and Natalie would have been best friends.”

      “Me too, kid. Me too.”

      It was almost time for the ceremony. EZ and I made our way down to the beach where the preacher was waiting for us. Rows of chairs fanned out from the flower lined aisle. At the end, a large arch covered in blue and green flowers framed the ocean.

      “Wow.” EZ kicked off his shoes and speed walked to the arch. “This is pretty cool. It’s like the things they put around horses at the Kentucky Derby, but bigger. They should use these for surfer competitions.”

      “It’s beautiful.” I stopped and left my shoes beside his. We might have been wearing tuxes, but that didn’t mean I wanted to endure sand in my socks.

      “I don’t say things like beautiful. But it’s rad.” He motioned to the empty chairs. “Where is everyone?”

      I fought the urge to ruffle his hair. “The guests are coming down now, see?”

      He turned and stared as people filed out of the pink hotel. It was a no-brainer to hold our wedding at the Casa Rosa and have our reception in the new restaurant. Not only was it convenient, we got to pick our own wedding planner.

      Once everyone was seated, EZ and I took our places beside the preacher. The second the music began to play, my heart raced.

      EZ whispered, “You’re shaking. Still warm and toasty?”

      “Molten lava.” I stared straight ahead, willing Natalie to appear.

      A warm summer breeze blew across my face, carrying with it the smell of the ocean mingled with the scent of fresh flowers. Everything about this day screamed Natalie and all I wanted to do was run down the aisle to find her. The wait was killing me.

      Finally, two figures appeared at the top of the stairs, both too far away to make out any details, but the white veil blowing behind the taller of the two, told me my bride had arrived.

      Kayla walked down first. She looked beautiful in a long sea-green dress that matched the flowers behind me. Her blonde hair was curled and hung loose over her shoulders. She smiled brightly as she walked down the aisle. She was so much more to me than just Natalie’s daughter. Somewhere along the way, she’d become mine.

      When she reached the end of the aisle, she threw her arms around me. “I’m so happy you’re my dad.”

      “Me too, kiddo.” I kissed her cheek.

      Kayla hugged EZ and took her spot on the opposite side of the aisle.

      Amy gave me a thumbs up from the front row.

      I barely had time to smile at her before the music changed and my attention shifted to the top of the stairs.

      “Here she comes,” Ezra whispered, nudging me with his elbow.

      I glanced at my son, now more a man than a boy. Ever since Natalie and Kayla moved in with us, he’d grown more mature by the day. In some ways, he softened. In others, he was stronger than ever—thanks to Natalie.

      Ezra would never forget his mother, and neither would I, but the idea of having a woman love him, the way Melissa had loved him, made me happier than I could say.

      “I’m so proud of you.” I gave him a half hug.

      He blinked. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “I wanted you to know that.”

      EZ smiled. “I’m proud of you too. You picked a pretty good one.”

      “Pretty good?” I arched a brow.

      “Okay. She’s amazing.”

      “Yeah. She really is.” I turned and froze.

      My entire body reacted to the sight of Natalie in her wedding gown. My heart raced so fast, I worried it’d give out before she made it to my side. My palms began to sweat, and fireflies danced in my peripheral vision. The dress hugged her body in all the right places, then cascaded out behind her. With her hair pulled up into a high bun, and the veil blowing in the breeze, she looked like an angel.

      The moment her sparkling blue eyes met mine, I melted. I would have met her in the middle if I had the strength, but my knees were too weak. She was beautiful.

      When she finally reached the end of the aisle, I took her hand and pulled her to me, ready to kiss her right then.

      “Not yet!” dozens of voices yelled all around us.

      Laughing, Natalie put a steadying hand against my chest. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and I didn’t care what our guests had to say about it. If I didn’t kiss this woman soon, I’d never make it through the ceremony.

      “Little longer,” she whispered with a wink.

      “Torture,” I whispered back.

      Natalie handed her bouquet to Kayla, kissed her daughter on the cheek, and stepped around me to pull Ezra into a tight hug. I couldn’t hear what she whispered in his ear, but whatever it was, brought tears to my son’s eyes. He hugged her back and wiped his face.

      “What did you say?” I whispered as she took my hand again.

      “That’s between me and my son.”

      Hearing her refer to EZ as hers made my eyes sting. I blinked several times to clear my tears.

      Holding hands, Natalie and I turned to face the preacher.

      “Honored guests,” he said. “We’re here today to…”

      I barely heard a word he said after that. My singular focus was my bride. The way her hands fit perfectly in mine. The sweet scent of her perfume mixing with the summer breeze. The shimmer in her blue eyes.

      We said the traditional vows, exchanged rings, then kissed in front of our friends and families.

      “Finally,” I moaned against her lips.

      Natalie laughed and kissed me again. It was enough to make my head spin.

      “I love you,” she said as she pulled away.

      “I love you, too.”

      The whole way back down the aisle, we didn’t take our eyes off each other.

      We spent the rest of the evening dancing on the beach surrounded by the people who loved us most. Throughout the night, Natalie went off to dance with Kayla or Merilee and Amy or my knucklehead friends. Everyone had their turn spinning her around the dance floor, but as the night wore on, I wanted her all to myself.

      Pulling her against my chest, I placed my hand on the small of her back and closed my eyes. “This is a perfect night.”

      Natalie smiled. “We still have one more thing to do before it’s over.”

      “We do?”

      She pulled back to look at me. “Did you forget?”

      I grinned. “Forget what?”

      “Oh,” she said. “Ha. Ha. Very funny.” Natalie took my hand and led me away from the guests.

      “Where are you taking me, wife?”

      “A little further,” she said, pulling me along the sand. “I want to be far enough away that no one hears us.”

      “How loud do you plan on being?” I joked.

      Natalie slapped my chest. “Be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m very serious.” I tugged her closer and pressed my lips to hers. What we had planned could wait a few more minutes. Kissing her felt much more important.

      Natalie seemed to agree. She let her lips linger against mine, moaning into my kiss. If it weren’t for the people a few yards down the beach and the bright moon illuminating everything around us, I would have stripped that wedding gown off her right where we stood.

      “You first,” she said breathlessly as she eased back.

      “Okay.”

      I cleared my throat and took a small step away. There was no way I’d be able to concentrate with her body pressed against mine.

      Looking into her eyes, a rush of love and pride overwhelm me.

      This night was perfect. Natalie was perfect. Our new family was perfect. And waiting to share our true vows until we were alone, was perfect.

      “Natalie,” I began. “Ever since we met, my life has taken on a different hue. Colors are brighter. Feelings are deeper. Life is bigger somehow. And I owe all of that to you.”

      “Dane…” she whispered, tears springing to her eyes.

      “I know that, soon, our house will be empty,” I continued. “Ezra’s already gone more than he’s home, and Kayla’s going away to college soon… It won’t be long until it’s just the two of us. And honestly baby, I have never been more excited for anything in my entire life. I love you so much. And I’m so unbelievably happy that you’re my wife.”

      Natalie stood on her tiptoes to kiss me. It would have been easy to get lost in each other’s lips again, but I wanted to hear her vows.

      Gently, I pushed her away and raised my eyebrows. “Your turn.”

      Natalie grinned. “How can I follow that?”

      “Try.”

      Smiling, she took my hands. With the water lapping against the sand beside us and Natalie gazing at me with so much love in her eyes, I almost didn’t need to hear her vows. I could see them written on her face.

      “I thought the best parts of my life were over,” Natalie said. “I’d been married and divorced, my daughter was almost grown—there wasn’t anything left for me to look forward to. And when my mom died… I couldn’t imagine a time when I’d ever feel truly happy again.

      “Then, I met you. And Dane, you changed everything for me. You brought me joy, and love, and an amazing son. You have become a second father to Kayla, and she loves you so much. Watching the two of you together makes everything feel worth it. All the pain. All the challenges we went through. All of it.”

      “It was worth it,” I whispered.

      “And now, I don’t want anything more than our family. You and me and the kids. You’re everything I never knew I wanted. I love you so much.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Don’t tell her,” Natalie said. “But I’m glad Kayla set up that dating profile for me. Without it… I’d never have given you a chance and a life without you isn’t one I want to live.”

      “Come here,” I begged.

      We reached for each other at the same time, our lips colliding. I had no idea how long we stood there, lost in each other, when a familiar voice called out to us.

      “Hey!” Kayla yelled. “It’s time for cake!”

      “Or should we tell everyone to keep waiting while you two make out?” EZ yelled.

      Laughing, Natalie and I pulled apart.

      “We’ll have more time for this later.” She patted my chest.

      “We better.” I kissed her one more time, then took her hand.

      We hurried back down the beach where our kids were waiting. I threw an arm around EZ’s shoulders, and Natalie looped her arm through Kayla’s.

      Together, the four of us rejoined the party, ready to begin our new life as a family.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading DAD ATTITUDE. I hope you enjoyed Dane and Natalie’s story.

      

      Curious to know what’s going on between Adam, AKA Dance Douche, and his arch nemesis, Jenna?

      

      Here’s a hint. When the uptight mom sends a text to the wrong Adam, he sees his chance to get even.

      

      Can an errant text message and a not-so-practical joke lead to a happily-ever-after?

      

      Get your copy of DAD HABITS to find out. Read on for a sneak peek.

    

  







            DAD HABITS

          

          



      

    

    






CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jenna

      

      

      

      Today was the first day of the rest of my life. The turning point that would mark the end of one crappy chapter and the start of a shiny new one.

      I lowered my visor and smiled at myself in the mirror. “Jenna Bennett. You’ve got this. You’re going to sell this house. Cash the big fat commission check. Finally dip your big toe into the dating pool again. Good things are coming your way.”

      My reflection didn’t look convinced.

      Maybe because it had suffered through the most humiliating divorce in the history of divorces, five attempts to sell the white whale of a house, and knew deep down, my blind date later that night would be a dud.

      What can I say? My slice of the American pie had molded a little around the edges.

      Nope. No more negative self-talk. I can do this.

      I slapped the visor back in place, climbed out of my car, and marched up the stairs of my gorgeous, but ridiculously overpriced real estate listing.

      A little white Prius pulled into the drive, and Amy Stewart climbed out. “Jenna. Sorry to keep you waiting. Class ran long.”

      The yoga instructor was a tricky client. The new wife of a movie studio mogul, she had a wish list a mile long. We’d been searching for the perfect house for almost a year. During that time, we’d become friends, but we hadn’t found a property that met her and her husband’s needs.

      Until now.

      “No worries. I have a good feeling about this one.” I was confident this was the right house for them.

      It has to be.

      “Me too. The photos in the listing were incredible.” Amy shoved her sunglasses to the top of her head and drew a deep breath. “I can smell the salt water from here.”

      “Wait until you see the private beach.” I unlocked the door and ushered her inside.

      A half-hour later, my optimism began to pay off. I had her hooked on the house—all I had to do was reel her in.

      “And here, you’ll see even more additional storage space. On top of the massive garage and the attic, we also have a detached mother-in-law apartment that would be perfect for a home office.” My chipper, over-the-top tone grated on my nerves, but I had to keep going.

      This sale would mean a commission big enough to pay the bills for six months, and keep my daughter, Olivia, in pointe shoes. Heck, if I was super careful, I could replenish her college fund.

      I can’t blow this.

      “You said something about a private beach?” Amy glanced out the glass doors.

      I checked my notes, though I didn’t need to. I had already memorized every detail of this house. It was my pride and joy, the one I’d been trying to move for the past eight months.

      “The stairs to the water are on the far side of the pool. The decking was installed last year and is absolutely beautiful.” I flashed her another bright smile. “Let me show you.”

      “The view is wonderful, but we’re so high up…” Amy followed me outside.

      My heels clicked on the stone pool deck as I guided her to the top of the stairs. “You are, but as you can see, it’s a straight shot to the private beach.”

      She leaned over the railing and the color drained from her face. “That’s really steep.”

      “Yes, but there are three decks on the way down. Would you like to see them?” I prayed she’d turn me down. I hated heights, and the stairs were built on the side of a cliff. They were beyond steep, but I refused to show fear.

      “No thanks.” Amy glanced over the water again. “I’m not sure this is the one.”

      “Would you like to see the kitchen again?” I refused to let this opportunity slip away. With the beautiful marble counters and stainless-steel appliances, the kitchen was the best-selling point.

      “Sure.” She forced a smile.

      “This is my favorite part of the entire house,” I said as we rounded the corner and took in the glorious kitchen. “I love the white, solid wood cabinets. And this marble was imported from Italy.”

      “It is really nice.” Running her fingers over the countertops, she sighed a dreamy sort of sigh that told me she was imagining herself cooking there.

      For the first time all day, I smiled a genuine smile. “This area here is the perfect size for a large kitchen table.”

      “Hudson would love this space. It has great flow for entertaining.” She wandered around the massive kitchen. “With Jason and Zarah in college, it’s just us, but we’re looking forward to grandchildren one day.”

      “That’s the dream, isn’t it?” My stomach tightened.

      It used to be my dream too.

      The thought sent me back to a time before my divorce when I was excited for the beautiful future Mark had promised.

      What an idiot I’d been. Young, in love, and completely blind to the man I’d vowed to spend the rest of my life with. With a shake of my head, I scattered the painful memories and refocused my attention on Amy.

      I opened my mouth to ask if she wanted to schedule a time to bring Hudson by when a creaking noise filled the kitchen.

      I whirled around trying to find the source of the racket. It was coming from the sink and my stomach, already shaky from my trip down memory lane, did a somersault. I took an unsteady step toward the sink and sent up a silent prayer to the real estate gods that the showing wouldn’t end in disaster.

      “Is it the plumbing?” Amy’s voice went up an octave.

      “Oh no, I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ve had my inspector in here already and—”

      The first trickle of water hit the floor. Before I could blink, water poured from the cabinet beneath the sink so fast the entire kitchen would be flooded in minutes.

      Biting back a curse word, I flew across the room and wrenched open the cabinet door. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but even more water shot out. Seriously, fire hydrants had nothing on the damned pipe.

      I turned my head to avoid being sprayed in the face and twisted the shut-off valve. The geyser slowed to a trickle, but it was too late. The floor was soaked, as was I.

      Amy’s footsteps echoed through the suddenly silent room. “Are you okay?”

      I dipped my chin, closed my eyes, and drew a deep breath. There was no coming back from this, but I had to try.

      Standing, I plastered on my ready-to-please smile and laughed. “Well, that was dramatic.”

      “To say the least.” Amy covered her mouth as if to hold back laughter. “Can I get you a towel or something?”

      “I’ll get it.” I hurried to the bathroom and grabbed a towel from the linen closet. “Sorry about that. I’ll call my plumber immediately.”

      “It’s okay. Stuff happens.” She took one look at my soaking hair and clothes and backed away as if afraid I’d try to hug her or shake like a dog and soak her with water. “I’m sorry. I know we’ve been at this a long time.”

      My heart sank. I’d lost the battle and I knew it. “I’m not giving up. The perfect house for you and Hudson is out there, and I’m going to find it.”

      Likely picking up on my distress, she tilted her head, sighed, and pulled me into a hug. “I have faith in you.”

      I eased back and winced at the giant wet spot on the front of her sundress. “Thanks.”

      “We’re open to new construction, even if that means tearing down a less than stellar house and building a new one.” She nudged my side. “And Hudson and I plan to double your commission.”

      My throat tightened. Amy Stewart might have been a difficult client, but she was an amazing person and better friend. “You don’t have to—”

      “I know, but it seems only fair to compensate you for your time.” She motioned to the foyer. “I should get going. I’ll see you at Merilee’s for girls’ night in?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” I waited until the front door closed before pulling out my phone to call the homeowners and a plumber. And because my day couldn’t possibly get any worse, my cell slipped through my wet hands and landed hard on the tile floor.

      “No. No. No.” I snatched it up from the puddle.

      Luckily, there was no visible damage. However, as soon as I tried to make a call, the damned thing blinked twice as if gasping for its last breath and went black.

      I made my calls from the homeowners’ landline, mopped up as best as I could, and marched to my car. Water squished from my shoes with each step and threatened to spill from my eyes.

      There’s no crying in real estate. Pull it together, Jenna.

      “Stupid, piece of junk.” I tossed my dead phone aside. It landed with a muted thud against the upholstery of the passenger seat, then bounced onto the floor where it crashed against Olivia’s metal water bottle.

      “Great. That’s great.”

      Leaning my head back against the driver’s seat, I sucked a breath in through my nose and forced it out through my mouth. Not exactly how Amy had taught us in yoga class. No, the perpetually peaceful, thin, and perfectly put together yoga teacher insisted we take deep, slow, calming breaths.

      So what if mine are shallow, fast, and violent? At least I’m still breathing.

      I snapped my eyes open, shook my head, and then threw my car in reverse. If I had any hope of making it to Olivia’s dance class on time, I needed to stop pouting and get moving. One broken phone and a disastrous showing wasn’t the end of the world. I still had my date to look forward to.

      Halfway to the Verizon store, I glanced at the clock on my dashboard. Fifty-four minutes to get in, get out, run home to change, and make it to the Carole Mae Dance Studio for Olivia’s rehearsal.

      I’ve got this.

      I pushed the memory of the flood out of my mind and hit the gas pedal. Hard. Water oozed from my shoe.

      Today might have sucked but watching Olivia dance always brightened my mood. Not to mention, it was my turn to bring snacks for the team. Fifteen hungry, hormonal teenaged girls were counting on me to supply tasty, yet nutritious treats.

      No store-bought, processed garbage for my girls.

      Four minutes later, I burst into the phone store and rushed to the counter with my drowned and shattered cell in my outstretched hand. “It’s broken. I need a new one. Fast, please. I’m already running late.”

      “No problem. Give me a moment to pull up your account, ma’am.” The young man behind the counter eyed my soaked blouse.

      I didn’t know which was worse, being ma’amed or the clerk checking out my version of a wet T-shirt contest.

      “Great, thank you so much. My number is 555-756-0086.” Tapping my nails against the counter, I counted the seconds as the world’s slowest computer brought up my information.

      He inspected the deceased phone and frowned. “This isn’t salvageable. Do you know what kind you want as a replacement?”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t have time to be picky. Whichever is the closest to my old phone is fine.”

      His smile turned forced. “Then you’ll want the new Samsung. I’ll grab one from the back.”

      “Thanks.” As someone who pleases customers for a living, I hated how snippy I sounded. The guy was trying to do his job.

      Other than checking out my boobs, he was nice, kind, and patient. I, on the other hand, was acting exactly like the customers I hated. A rude, short, soon-to-be middle-aged divorcee who couldn’t help but take her frustration out on a guy in his twenties.

      When did I become this person?

      When he returned, he was all smiles. Until the phone he’d selected didn’t come up in the computer or the computer didn’t recognize the phone or whatever-the-hell he’d mumbled under his breath.

      Another twenty minutes ticked by while he solved the problem, finished ringing up the new phone, and printed out a receipt for me to sign. “Would you like me to dispose of your old phone for you, ma’am?”

      “Yes. Thanks.” I kept my tone friendly, despite my urge to shout my gratitude over my shoulder as I ran from the building.

      “No problem. You’re all set.”

      “Thank you so much.” I smiled and waved as politely as I could manage before sprinting to my car.

      Eight minutes left. No time to go home. Shit.

      Behind the wheel, I pulled out my new phone to send Olivia a quick text to let her know I’d be there soon. When I clicked on the icon for contacts, it was empty.

      Gah. And he swore he’d fixed the glitch.

      Whatever had happened with the computer, the guy hadn’t successfully transferred my data over to my new cell. Then again, hadn’t he double checked it? Was it poor customer service? An oversight? Payback for my shortness?

      “I hate this day.”

      I manually entered Olivia’s number and shot off a text before pulling out of the parking lot and speeding back across town.

      The clock on my dash flipped to four fifteen the second I shut off the engine. I was late.

      Twisting around, I hurried to grab the snacks that I’d tossed in the backseat earlier in the day. My hand hovering ready to scoop them up, I froze.

      “Of course.” I groaned. “What else can possibly go wrong?”

      The organic, homemade, gluten-free snacks I’d spent three hours making the night before were strewn across the backseat. The only snacks that had survived my mad-cap dash across town were the homemade granola bars. Sure, they were a little crumbly but edible.

      “Thank God.” I grabbed the bag, wrenched Olivia’s water bottle off the floor, and stumbled out of the car.

      I’d made it to the sidewalk when I ran face-first into a chest—a broad, muscular male chest.

      “Oh.” I jumped back, my hand flying to my mouth. “I’m sorry, I was just—”

      The man juggled a bakery box in one hand and steadied me with the other. “Easy there.”

      I blinked the sun out of my eyes and focused on Adam Martinez’s grinning, smug face.

      He brushed his black hair off his forehead, and for a moment—I would later chalk up to temporary insanity—I was mesmerized by his deep brown eyes.

      And then he laughed. At me.

      Stepping back, he gave me a once over. “Running late today? That’s a first for you.”

      “Adam.” My once apologetic tone turned to ice. He was the last person I wanted to chit-chat with after such a terrible day.

      “Jenna.” He mimicked my tone, but his grin remained firmly in place.

      Yep. Still laughing at me.

      “We should get inside.” I squared my shoulders. “We’re both running late, after all.”

      I took great pleasure in emphasizing the word both, and even greater pleasure in watching the muscles in his neck tighten.

      “You’re right, we are.” He motioned toward the entrance.

      Turning away from him, I rolled my eyes and hurried toward the front door of the Carole Mae Dance Studio.

      Could he be more pompous? Even his footsteps are smug.

      “Good afternoon, Yolanda,” Adam called to the receptionist from behind me.

      Her face lit up. Seriously, the woman behaved like he’d handed her a diamond or a winning lottery ticket or a freaking puppy.

      Against my better judgment, I glanced back at Adam.

      The jerk winked at Yolanda, which of course made her dip her chin and twist her hair around her finger.

      Why did he have to flirt with every woman in the studio?

      Correction. Every woman—except me.
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      I stood in the warzone otherwise known as my kitchen, feeling more than a little shell-shocked.

      Vanessa had always been the cook in the family. Before she’d died, I had a hard time boiling water. For the past three years, every meal and every snack had been my responsibility. Some days, I still marveled at the fact that neither Maya nor Miguel had starved to death.

      “Okay brownies, you may have defeated me the last three battles, but not this time.” I slapped my hands together before tying my apron around my waist. If I wasn’t careful, this batch would turn to black tar like my previous attempts.

      Tossing one ingredient in after the other, I wrinkled my nose at the foul odor oozing out of the mixing bowl.

      Who the hell puts black beans in baked goods?

      The brownie recipe was a Jenna Bennett special. Sugar-free, gluten-free, and packed with vitamins and minerals to keep a group of seventeen-year-old ballet dancers fit and healthy.

      “If only they didn’t taste like absolute ass,” I mumbled to myself as I threw in the last ingredient and gave the mixture a quick stir.

      The preheated oven sat hot and ready as I dumped the batter into a square cake pan before sliding it onto the top rack.

      “There.” I nodded before turning to face the disaster that was my kitchen. I didn’t have long before I needed to leave for the studio where my daughter Maya had danced competitively for the past six years.

      It wasn’t easy being a dance dad, especially after my wife died. Losing Vanessa had about broken me and adjusting to the new normal was hell.

      Miguel had bounced back fast. He had only been four at the time of Vanessa’s car accident and already, his memories of her were fading.

      But Maya…she hadn’t been the same since. Slower smiles. Fewer friends. The all-consuming need to follow in her mother’s footsteps and get into a college dance program.

      “Dad.” Miguel slammed the front door.

      “In the kitchen.”

      He bounded into the room, stopped, and gagged. “Ugh. What are you cooking?”

      I laughed at his theatrics. “Don’t worry mijo, it’s not for you.”

      “Good, because it smells like butt.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Jenna Bennett’s famous brownies were terrible. Actually, all her recipes were terrible because of her obsession with making every meal an organic experience.

      What that woman needs are more orgasmic experiences. Since when did a little processed sugar hurt anyone?

      “They’re healthy brownies,” I told Miguel. “But I’ve never managed to make them right.”

      “Why do you keep trying?” He jumped up on a barstool and tossed his backpack on the counter.

      “Because your sister loves them, and I’m supposed to bring the snacks to dance class today.”

      “Maya loves those?” Miguel screwed up his face, drew a deep breath through his nose, and gagged again.

      “Yup.”

      Much to my dismay. Maya didn’t just love Jenna’s cooking. She raved over everything the woman did. Whether it was the way she cooked, the way she did her daughter’s hair for competitions, or how amazing she was at her job as a real-estate agent, Maya practically idolized her.

      Part of me wondered if Maya looked at Jenna as a surrogate mom, or maybe her adoration had more to do with the fact that she was best friends with Olivia, Jenna’s daughter. Whatever the reason, I had to watch the snarky comments whenever Maya was around.

      Miguel, though, couldn’t care less.

      I exaggerated rolling my eyes. “I don’t know what’s so wrong with a good, old-fashioned bag of Chex Mix, ya know? Or maybe some of those chocolate-covered granola bars?”

      He held his arms out wide and gave me a what-the-heck look. “I love those.”

      “Me too.”

      “So, why not buy something instead of making butt brownies?”

      I snorted. “Please don’t call them butt brownies around your sister.”

      “I won’t.” He drew a cross over his heart.

      “Because if I bring anything other than healthy food, Jenna will lose her mind. And when Jenna Bennett loses it…”

      “Bring me with you. Miss Jenna loves me.” Miguel grinned.

      “Nice try. You have math tutoring in twenty minutes.” I reached across the bar and messed up his hair.

      He groaned. “Why does Maya get to do something fun like dance, and I have to do stupid math tutoring?”

      “Because Maya’s grades are good and yours are—”

      “Sucksville,” Miguel finished for me.

      “Exactly.”

      “Ugh. Fine. Can I at least have a snack before Zarah gets here? Something that actually tastes good, please?”

      Grinning, I opened the cupboard and grabbed a bag of fruit snacks. I could only imagine the look on Jenna’s face if I showed up at the studio with a box of over-processed jellified blobs.

      Her steely-gray eyes would widen in absolute horror before she’d press her lips so tightly together, they’d form one sharp, thin line.

      I could almost hear her snooty voice. “There’s red dye in those. And did you even read how much sugar they put in? Just because it says fruit on the package does not mean it’s healthy.”

      I tossed the bag to Miguel. “Here ya go.”

      He ripped it open and popped one in his mouth. “Mmm. Now, that’s a real snack.”

      “Much better than Miss Jenna’s famous butt brownies.”

      Miguel laughed. “Butt brownies sounds so wrong.”

      Soon, we were both cracking up. There was something so easy about hanging out with a seven-year-old. Nothing bothered him for longer than five seconds and everything was absolutely hilarious.

      Unfortunately, I had to get it together. If I showed up still laughing at Jenna’s reaction to less than healthy snacks, she’d somehow know my private joke was about her. I swore, the woman could read my mind and hear me talking shit from across town.

      I didn’t understand why she had a problem with me. Everyone else at the dance studio liked me well enough. I’d been the team’s photographer since Maya had started taking classes, which made it easy for me to get to know the dance moms.

      A blessing and a curse.

      Although I’d been a widower for three years, I still didn’t consider myself on the market, and even if I was, I wouldn’t shop at the dance studio.

      Too damned much drama.

      Before Vanessa had died, the women had been friendly enough. After she passed, they’d stuck to me like magnets to metal. At first it was under the guise of helping me through such a difficult time, but it hadn’t taken long for their concern to morph into flirting. I didn’t think any of the moms took it too seriously, but for some reason, it really seemed to piss off Jenna Bennett.

      “Um, Dad?” Miguel’s worried tone called me back to reality.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think your butt brownies are burning.”

      “Shoot.”

      Sure enough, smoke poured through the cracks in the oven door. I ran over and yanked it open. An acrid plume of black air billowed around me, blocking my view of the brownies. I grabbed a potholder, wrenched the cake pan out of the oven, and threw it on the counter.

      Waving my hand to clear the air, I inspected the charcoaled snacks. They were a total loss.

      Seconds later the smoke detector went off with a piercing wail that made Miguel shout and cover his ears.

      “Perfect.”

      “It’s okay, Dad. No one wanted to eat those things anyway.” Miguel yelled over the incessant noise.

      One glance at my son’s expression, and I was laughing again. He really was the best at lightening the mood.

      After I’d opened all the windows and had shut off the smoke detector, I double checked the brownies. They were black and hard as rocks.

      I pried one out of the pan, but it crumbled to dust. “Well, there goes that idea.”

      “Just take some fruit snacks.” Miguel shrugged.

      “We don’t have enough. I’ll run by the store on the way to the studio.”

      “Good idea.”

      The smoke had dissipated, but I didn’t like Miguel sitting so close to the toxic waste still swirling in the air. “Hey, grab your backpack and go wait on the front porch for Zarah. She’ll be here any second.”

      “Okay.” Miguel jumped down from the barstool and skipped out the front door.

      I glanced back at the pan and sighed. For the fourth time, I’d somehow managed to screw up yet another thing Jenna made look so easy.

      Jenna Bennett, with her perfectly pinned bun and clean, precisely pressed power suits. In all the years I’d known the woman, I had never once seen her in yoga pants or a T-shirt. She was the walking embodiment of perfection, except for that stick up her ass.

      Part of me felt bad for her. The entire dance studio had buzzed with gossip about what supposedly happened between her, her ex-husband, and one of the dance moms a few years back. Everyone said it was ugly. Divorce lawyers and secret mistresses. Now that the second Mrs. Bennett and Mark had a new baby, the gossip surrounding Jenna had gotten worse. Her name was often used along with words like “pathetic,” “lonely,” and “bitter.”

      Leave it to the Bored Housewives of Carole Mae Dance Studio to prolong what had obviously been a painful experience.

      I would have liked to strike up a friendship with her for our daughters’ sakes. That is, if she wasn’t such a pain in the ass and didn’t snack-shame me every time I copped out and brought a bag of store-bought cookies.

      I set the ruined brownies in the sink and ran water over them. They would need to soak before I’d have any hope of scraping them out of the pan. In the meantime, I had to hurry if I was going to get to the grocery store before Maya’s class.

      Outside, Miguel had already started his tutoring session.

      “Hey Zarah.” I smiled as I closed the front door behind me. “Did Miguel tell you all about our exciting afternoon?”

      “I smelled the smoke down the street.” She laughed.

      Zarah was a friend of mine’s daughter who’d offered to help Miguel for a little cash and a few free pizzas. Miguel loved her. Maya had practically adopted her as a sister. And right now, she was my lifesaver. Unfortunately, she was also an up-and-coming movie star who’d landed a role in a major motion picture. I’d be losing her sooner rather than later.

      “Listen, I have to run, do you think you could watch Miguel for an hour or so after his session? I’m on the list to bring snacks to Maya’s dance studio today, and if I don’t get there on time, I’m dead. I’ll pay you, of course.”

      “Sure,” Zarah said. “No problem. You go. I’ve got him.”

      “Thank you.”

      I kissed the top of Miguel’s head, then jogged to my car. A few minutes later, I grabbed the first thing I could find in the grocery store and practically sprinted to the checkout line. I paid as fast as I could, then hurried back to my car with a large bakery box in my hands.

      “Five minutes to get there,” I said, placing the cupcakes on the seat beside me.

      Carole Mae Dance Studio was the biggest and best dance school in San Sera—maybe Southern California. It’d taken almost a full year for Maya to earn a place on the competitive team. Every time I showed up late, I was convinced my crappy time management skills would somehow reflect poorly on my daughter. Ridiculous, I know. But I had a terminal case of single-dad guilt.

      In the parking lot, I hurtled toward the front door. It was no wonder I almost ran smack into a woman coming from the opposite direction.

      My heart raced as I fumbled to keep the box upright.

      “Oh. I’m sorry, I was—” Jenna Bennett eyed my cupcake box like it was a diamond back rattler coiled and ready to strike.

      Perfect. Just freaking perfect. She’s judging me already, and I’m not even inside.

      “Running late today? That’s a first for you.” I tried for humor but came off lame.

      Her gray eyes grew colder by the second. “Adam.”

      “Jenna.” I caught myself mimicking her and frowned.

      I really need to get some friends that aren’t seven-years-old.

      “We should get inside. We’re both running late, after all.” She raised her chin.

      “You’re right, we are.” For the first time since our near collision, I took a good look at her.

      Jenna’s normally perfect bun had chunks of dark hair sticking out. Her eyeliner had smudged around the edges and her skirt was bunched up on the side. When she took her first steps toward the door, I heard the unmistakable squish of wet shoes.

      And holy wet blouse-contest, Batman. Who would have thought Miss Stick-Up-Her-Ass Bennett wore hot pink lace bras?

      

      Get your copy of DAD HABITS now.
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