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Avery

        

      

    

    
      “I need to talk to someone about the investigation into my brother’s life insurance claim.”

      That voice came from the reception area. Deep, rumbly, it vibrated through my chest as I sat at my desk, sending tingly sensations through my body. Where had I heard that voice before?

      “I’m Dylan Gannon. I can help you.”

      My partner was manning the reception desk as we hadn’t hired anyone yet. From my office, I strained to hear her voice drifting down the hall from the reception area.

      “I want to see Avery Arrington.” His voice was louder and clearer this time.

      My heart skipped a beat that this man wanted to speak to me. His voice was familiar.

      “Of course. Do you know Avery?” Dylan asked.

      “I own this building.”

      Oh my God. The man I’d been going back and forth with for months about our lease was here, in my office. He was supposed to be living in California. We’d never met him. He’d sent a proxy, realtor Juliana Breslin, to handle the lease documents originally, and he’d been angry when there was a mistake in the lease with lower rent than he’d wanted. It set off a tsunami of phone calls between me as the managing attorney and him. When I dug in, citing it was a valid contract, he switched gears, wanting us gone when our lease was up.

      Why would he come to us for any kind of help? What was he doing in town? Was this some kind of trick?

      “Oh. You’re the landlord.” I couldn’t tell from Dylan’s reaction if this was a good thing or a bad thing. Was he more or less intimidating in person? On the phone, he spoke like a man used to getting his own way.

      “Have a seat. I’ll see if Avery is in.”

      Dylan knew I was in, but she was giving me an out. The question was, should I take it, or should I give into the desire to see the man behind the voice? The one that seemed to haunt me in my dreams.

      “I’ll wait here.” His voice was firm.

      Of course he’d insist on standing in a certain place, demanding a particular attorney. He may be used to getting what he wanted, but I wouldn’t give in to him.

      When we’d talked on the phone, my heart pounded while I tried to sound like the educated, confident attorney I was, but in my dreams, that same voice said other things to me, like you’re so beautiful, your skin is so soft, I want you on your knees, against the wall, any way I can have you. I wanted to give that voice anything and everything he wanted.

      I drew in a shaky breath. I couldn’t think of that sexy voice and my dreams when the man was in my office wanting to talk to me.

      Dylan stood in a navy suit in my doorway, her long blonde hair pulled into a low bun, an uncertain look on her face. She lowered her voice. “Griffin Locke is here. You know, our landlord.”

      “I heard. What does he want?” I kept my voice low, worried he’d hear our conversation.

      She stepped farther into my office, shutting the door almost all the way. “He said he has a life insurance claim that’s being investigated.”

      I gestured around my small office. “Why would he come here for help?”

      Dylan chuckled. “I have no idea.”

      “Dylan. Griffin Locke is here in our office. He’s going to see our new sign, the paint, the shelves, the new carpet.” My voice was rising in my panic. We’d renovated without his approval. He wanted us gone, not making improvements to stay longer. We needed to upgrade the space to look professional. I was fairly certain that excuse would hold up in a court of law. We hadn’t caused damage or made things worse, but as angry as he’d been about the lease, he certainly wasn’t going to appreciate the walls being changed to taupe without his consent. He’d have no problem telling me that.

      Whether I’d be able to stand strong against Griff and his voice was another matter altogether.

      “You should have gotten his permission,” Dylan hissed.

      My eyes narrowed on her, annoyed she’d pointed out something I already knew. “You should have handled Griffin from the beginning. Out of all of us, you’re the people person. You could have charmed him.”

      Dylan placed her hands on her hips, continuing to whisper fight, “You’re the managing attorney. It’s your job to handle the landlord.”

      “I know. I guess I should see what he wants.” Resigned, my statement sounded more like a question. I wiped my sweaty hands on my skirt.

      I wanted to match the voice with a face so badly I’d risk almost anything to meet him.

      She turned to leave. “I’ll send him in.”

      I stood. “No. Send him to the conference room.”

      I didn’t want him in my personal space, looking at my pictures, analyzing me, finding me lacking.

      “Good luck.” She emphasized each word, tempering it with a smile, before leaving.

      I took a few seconds to get myself together, grabbing a legal pad and pen before heading to our only conference room.

      Through the glass door, I could see Griffin Locke seated, his broad back facing me. I took one more deep breath before pulling it open to walk inside.

      He stood to his full height, his shoulders back, chest out, chin high as he turned to face me. His sharp blue eyes scanning me from head to toe, his legs wide, his arms held loosely at his sides. Whatever he saw caused his lip to curl. “Avery Arrington?”

      “That’s me.” The me squeaked out. I was usually socially awkward, finding it difficult to say the right thing, but whenever I’d spoken on the phone with him, he brought something out in me. Where was that sass when he was standing in front of me, his voice an exact match to his handsome face and body?

      He was sexy. Dark hair, assessing blue eyes, his lifted chin lined with delicious scruff. His body took up all the space in the room, making it difficult to draw in a deep breath.

      I held my hand out to him, hoping it wasn’t shaking. “Avery Arrington, and you’re Griffin Locke. The one I’ve had the pleasure of speaking with on the phone.”

      He didn’t respond verbally, wrapping my hand in a firm grip. It wasn’t crushing like he was overcompensating for something, more like he was sure of himself. Confident. I liked it. It made him more attractive.

      “Have a seat.” I turned away from him to sit at the head of the table, carefully placing the legal pad and pen in front of me. “Dylan said you wanted to see me.”

      He swallowed, the first sign of discomfort I’d noticed from him. It made him more than a voice over the phone, it made him human.

      “My brother—” He paused as if drawing strength, a vulnerability passing so quickly over his features before he masked it, I thought I’d imagined it. “My brother, Julian, died six months ago. It was an accident, an unfortunate accident. I was supposed to—The facts are that he was alone on his boat. It was windy and he drowned. The insurance company is investigating it as a possible suicide.”

      Something about his vulnerability in that moment softened my heart toward him. “I’m so sorry about your brother.”

      “Thank you,” he said stiffly.

      “May I?” I gestured at the paperwork he gripped.

      He handed the pile to me. I could do this. I could focus on the legal aspects of the case and ignore the way his strong hands rested on the table between us. I reviewed them quickly, the facts of the accident, the beneficiary, a minor named Declan Locke, and the custodian for the minor, Griffin Locke. “Are you caring for your nephew?”

      Griffin was silent until I glanced up from the paperwork.

      “I am. Yes.” His lips were pressed together in a slight grimace.

      Was he struggling to come to terms with the sudden acquisition of a child? He didn’t seem like a man who took unexpected developments in stride. “This document indicates you’re the custodian for his life insurance. Were you named his financial guardian in the will?”

      “I was.”

      “Were you named his physical guardian?”

      “Yes.” He shifted in his chair, his gaze sliding from mine to the wall behind me.

      His body language was conflicted. I’d only known him for a few minutes, but I knew he was out of his element. “You don’t want to be his guardian?”

      “I can handle the financial matters, but I can’t be the one—” His eyes were filled with anguish.

      In the scenarios I dreamed of meeting Griffin Locke, this wasn’t it. One where he needed me. One where he was at a loss.

      My heart sunk a little when he’d admitted he couldn’t care for his nephew. Why had he come to me? Surely he had attorneys on speed dial with the way he handled business transactions. When we’d researched, we discovered he was a successful business owner of a software start-up company.

      “Declan’s in my care, but I’m exploring every option. His mother, Erin Whesker, left when he was a baby. As far as I know, she hasn’t contacted him since. He has grandparents who may be able to care for him. They don’t live nearby but they’re a better choice.”

      Any respect I had for him diminished. Was he reluctant to take in his nephew because he didn’t like children or because he was too busy to care for him? “Yet your brother chose you. He didn’t discuss his designation with you when he wrote the will?”

      His expression was pensive. “No. I was unaware of his decision or the contents of his will.”

      I advised clients to get permission before naming guardians for this very reason. Not everyone was willing and able to care for children.

      He cleared his throat. “Julian took out this insurance policy to protect Declan. I want to make sure he gets what my brother wanted for him.”

      “Okay. We’ll focus on that. Can you tell me what happened?” It was my job to ask questions, to pry, but it didn’t make it any easier. This would be difficult for him.

      Griffin leaned his elbows on the table, shifting closer to me, but his gaze was on the wall across from him. “I was supposed to go out with him that day. Something came up and I couldn’t be there. He shouldn’t have gone out by himself.”

      My pen hovered over my legal pad but I couldn’t take my gaze from him. “Had he gone out by himself on other occasions?”

      “A few times. I always told him not to, but he wanted to go out on the water more than I was able to join him. Sometimes he went out with friends.”

      “Would you say he was an experienced sailor?”

      “He went out frequently. He knew his way around a boat.”

      I’d need to determine what kind of boat he owned, if he’d taken sailing lessons, safety courses, the weather conditions that day, any craft warnings. “Okay. I’ll need to research the conditions on the bay that day.”

      “A small craft advisory came up while he was out. He should have known that. There’s a radio on the boat.” Griffin’s jaw clenched.

      It sounded like he disapproved of Julian’s actions that day. If Griffin was experienced with boating, he might have some insight as to protocol. It’s what the insurance company would be investigating. “If you were with him and a small craft advisory came up, what would you have done?”

      “I would have made every effort to return to dock, drop sails, motor back, as would he.”

      “Was there a police investigation?” I struggled to keep things professional, not allow feelings of sympathy to overwhelm me.

      “There was a police report.” He pulled the report out of a folder, pushing it across the table toward me.

      I reviewed it quickly to make sure there was no new information included. Satisfied there wasn’t, I took a deep breath, preparing myself to ask the tougher question. “Would you say your brother was suicidal? Did he have any mental health issues?”

      Griffin rested his elbows on the table, shaking his head. “No. None at all. He worked as a financial advisor at a firm in Baltimore. He kept his boat at a marina in Middle River. He cared for his son when Declan’s mother left. It must have been tough but he never said he couldn’t handle it. He wouldn’t leave his son.”

      Griffin was adamant Julian hadn’t taken his own life, but he lived in California. If Julian had mental health issues, he might not have known. I hoped Griffin was right. I wanted Declan to get whatever his father wanted for him. “The payout hasn’t officially been denied. They’re conducting an investigation into his death. I can contact the adjuster if you’d like me to handle this for you.”

      He sighed. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” There wasn’t much for me to do except take this one task off his hands. I’d be the conduit between him and the insurance company.

      Griffin’s face was open, not how I’d ever imagined him. In my dreams, he was strong, dark, and broody. He didn’t ask for help. He demanded it. The evidence that he could be vulnerable felt like a tiny pinprick in my heart.

      He stood, heading for the door.

      I wasn’t ready for him to leave. I wanted to understand his motives when we’d been adversaries from the beginning. “Griffin. Why did you ask me for help?”

      He faced me with a pained expression. “I moved to Maryland before Julian died.”

      “Okay.” Had he sold his business in California? Why had he moved back?

      “I live in the upstairs apartment. Since Julian died, I’m living in his house to keep Declan’s routine. I came this morning to get my mail. I saw the insurance letter and needed to talk to someone, your firm was here.”

      “You live upstairs?” Griffin Locke had lived in the same building for months. We’d thought the apartment was empty. It was always quiet. The stairs to the apartment were in the back of the building, so we wouldn’t necessarily have noticed if someone moved in.

      “Yes.”

      “I hadn’t realized.”

      “I only lived there a month before he died. I have a child to care for and now this.” He ran his fingers through his hair, gesturing at the paperwork resting on the table.

      “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.” I never thought I’d be the one comforting Griffin. I’d worried if he ever showed up in the office, he’d have a problem with the improvements we’d made but he didn’t seem to notice his surroundings.

      “Thank you.”

      “You might have other needs as well, the handling of the estate, guardianship, financial issues, property. If you need help with anything else, please let me know.”

      “I will.” His jaw was tight.

      The way he described things, he’d opened the mail, got upset, and needed help. Without thinking things through, he ended up at my office asking for me. I was convenient. Possibly the only local attorney he’d had contact with.

      Would he come to his senses and change his mind? I pressed a hand to my chest to ease the ache at the thought of not seeing him again. I felt invested in his case, in getting Declan what he deserved.

      He pulled open the door, walking out.

      I didn’t follow him. I couldn’t believe Griffin Locke was in my office, lived in our building, and needed my help.

      A few seconds later, Dylan appeared in the doorway to the conference room, arms crossed over her chest. “How did it go?”

      “Is he gone?” I asked carefully.

      She glanced down the hallway toward the reception area. “He just left.”

      Technically what we’d talked about was protected by attorney-client privilege, but I could discuss the legal issues of his case with a partner. “He asked me to handle the life insurance investigation, but it sounds like he has a host of other possible legal things going on.”

      Dylan’s eyes widened. “You’re going to represent him?”

      “Yes. He told me he lives in this building.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her mouth falling slightly open. “You’re kidding me.”

      “That’s what he said. He got notice of the insurance investigation in the mail and immediately walked to our office.”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “He didn’t say anything about the new carpet or paint?”

      “Not a word. His brother recently died, so I think his mind is on other things.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t believe we’re representing Griffin Locke. I thought for sure we’d be on the opposite side of the courtroom from him one day for a breach of contract case.”

      “Me too.” The situation was rattling. Griffin, usually gruff and angry, was unguarded and grieving. I didn’t want to let this side of him change my impression of him, but it did.

      I wasn’t sure how much I should share with Dylan, but I had to tell someone. I trusted her as a co-worker not to share any confidential information, but I was a little concerned she’d see how much the meeting affected me. “His brother appointed him as the personal and financial guardian of his nephew.”

      Dylan’s brow raised. “Somehow I can’t see him taking that on.”

      “He doesn’t want to. He’s looking at other options in the family.” At first, I was upset, but the more I thought about it, he was being prudent, ensuring he was doing the right thing. If he’d never contemplated being a parent or a guardian before, the reality had to be a shock.

      She nodded. “Didn’t his brother ask his permission?”

      I shook my head. “Of course not. I think they hoped it wouldn’t come to that.”

      Dylan rested a hand over her heart. “Griffin Locke caring for his nephew would be sensory overload for my ovaries.”

      I hadn’t thought about it like that, but she was right. I was attracted to Griffin, his voice, his confidence, the way he commanded a room, but Griffin, the caring uncle, the one who’d take on his nephew, no questions asked, that was a man I couldn’t resist.

      “Did he go back on his threat to kick us out after our lease is up?”

      My chest tightened. I was so caught up with why he needed my help, I hadn’t thought about it. “No. He didn’t bring it up.”

      “Was it a good idea to help him without an assurance about the lease?” Her soft voice indicated to me she didn’t think I’d done anything wrong. She was curious.

      “He was upset about his brother. I couldn’t—I didn’t even think about it. I’m sorry.”

      She dropped her hands to her side, shifting on her heels. “No. It’s fine. A client is a client, even if he’s your grumpy landlord.”

      I opened the firm a few months ago with Dylan and Hadley. I’d gone to law school with Dylan. We’d asked another law school friend, Taylor, to join us but she’d moved to New Orleans, started dating someone, and hadn’t wanted to move back. Instead, she recommended her co-worker, Hadley. We were equally invested in the firm being a success. It was slow-going until Hadley’s nonprofit, Kids Speak, made the news. We still needed more clients to continue to grow.

      “Why did he ask for you?” Dylan turned to leave before pausing.

      I wanted to know the same thing. “I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

      “Interesting.” Dylan’s eyes were thoughtful.

      “Maybe because we’ve spoken on the phone before. He feels like he knows me.”

      Dylan’s brow furrowed. “I thought you do nothing but fight on the phone?”

      “We do.” I usually avoided confrontational people, but as soon as his voice came over the line, my heart rate picked up. At first I thought it was because he was argumentative, then I realized it was a visceral reaction to his smooth voice. Having a face to go with the voice was going to increase my sexy dreams or make them disappear. I wasn’t sure which one I wanted. “We got along fine today. Maybe because his brother died, he was different.”

      I wanted to handle this one thing for him despite how difficult he’d made things for us since we’d opened. I couldn’t without admitting that I was attracted to his voice and now him. He was good looking, gruff, broody, but sensitive, and even if he didn’t want to, he was caring for his nephew. He was trying to fight for Declan’s life insurance. He was protecting him.

      “You like him.” There was no playfulness or teasing in her tone. She said it like it was a fact.

      There was no way I could admit to liking the man who’d made my life difficult since we opened the firm. “I do not. He’s been nothing but a pain in the ass since we signed that lease.”

      “That’s true, but you still like him.”

      I didn’t have to admit to how much his vulnerability mixed with his gruffness circled my heart and squeezed, but I could give her a small nugget of truth. “I’m attracted to him. Who can resist that sexy voice combined with his looks?”

      She narrowed her eyes on me. “He’s attractive in a ‘I have you by the balls’ kind of way. He can kick us out at the end of the lease. I think this is a terrible idea.”

      “What’s a terrible idea?” Hadley walked down the hall with mail in her hand, her briefcase on her shoulder as she was coming from court.

      Dylan looked from me to Hadley. “Griffin Locke hired Avery to deal with an insurance issue.”

      Hadley’s eyes widened. “Did he come into the office?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, knowing I was outnumbered. “Yes.”

      Hadley lowered her voice as if Griffin was still here. “Did he notice the new carpet and paint?”

      “No. I think he was distracted.”

      “I don’t know if representing him when he hasn’t extended our lease is a good idea.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t even think of it. He was upset. His brother just died. I was busy trying to wrap my brain around the fact Griffin Locke wanted to see me.”

      A small smile took over Hadley’s face. “Ah. I get it. You like him.”

      Dylan nodded in my direction. “Told you it was obvious.”

      “Ugh. You two are impossible. Griffin Locke is insufferable.” I threw up my arms, my voice rising with my last declaration.

      A throat cleared from the reception area. I closed my eyes, my face heated. It was him. How much had he heard? I’d made a connection with him before ruining everything with my big mouth.

      Dylan hid her laugh behind her hand as she ducked into her office.

      “I’ll go,” Hadley whispered to me.

      I sighed in relief, not ready to see him again so soon, especially not after what I’d said.

      “Hi. I’m Hadley Winters, one of the partners here. Can I help you?” Hadley’s voice carried down the hall where I held my breath, hoping he wouldn’t ask to see me.

      “Griffin Locke. I was just in a meeting with Ms. Arrington. I forgot to get a copy of the paperwork I gave her.”

      That voice. It was him. I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes. I should apologize, maybe over the phone, somewhere I couldn’t see his face.

      Hadley came back down the hall on her way to the conference room. “I’ll grab the copies from the file.”

      I closed my eyes, leaning against the wall, wondering if he’d decide not to use my help.

      Hadley passed by me. I could hear the rumble of Griffin’s voice as he said goodbye. I opened my eyes when her heels sounded on the wood floor. “Did he hear me?”

      Hadley crossed her arms over her chest. “You were loud.”

      I winced. “Did he let on that he heard?”

      “There was a muscle ticcing in his jaw right here.” She pointed at her cheek.

      “That’s not a good sign.” I let out a slow breath.

      “He didn’t fire you. Yet.”

      I didn’t mention that he hadn’t hired me either. We never discussed or signed an attorney-client agreement and I hadn’t set a fee. I wasn’t prepared for him. For the first time in my life, I acted on instinct. He needed my help. I gave it to him without strings attached.

      “Let it be known I said it was a terrible idea,” Dylan called from her office.
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Griffin

        

      

    

    
      I saw red when I opened the letter from the insurance company indicating they were opening an investigation into Julian’s death. Even though it was probably standard procedure, it raised questions about how much I knew about Julian. Did he have mental health problems I didn’t know about? Should I have moved back to Maryland sooner? Could I have prevented his death?

      When I’d gotten the call from the police, his boat was found abandoned, they were looking for his body, I thought it was a mistake. My next thought was I was supposed to be there. If I’d been where I was supposed to be, Julian would be alive. I would still have my brother. Declan would have his father.

      Then I focused on the one thing I could control, giving Declan what his father wanted him to have.

      If Julian had bothered to ask me to be his guardian, I would have said no. I was a poor substitute for his father.

      Logistically, it made sense for me to move into Julian’s house until I could locate a more appropriate guardian. After reading the insurance company’s letter, I jogged down the steps, rounded the building, opening the door to Arrington, Gannon & Winters. In California, I had attorneys on call for this sort of thing, but I didn’t trust them anymore.

      I didn’t trust Avery Arrington either. When I discovered the discrepancy in her firm’s lease, I thought she had to know she’d screwed me over. She claimed it was my mistake but she sounded hesitant. I decided to press my point, threatening legal action, but she was an attorney, a good one at that. I hoped she’d back down, agreeing to an increase in rent, instead she claimed breach of contract.

      With every confrontation, she was feisty, quick to spar with me, but today she was different. I didn’t want anyone’s pity, but it was almost as if she cared about me and what I was going through, which was ridiculous.

      I’d been an asshole to her from the beginning. No matter how angry she made me, something about our conversations was satisfying.

      I was upset, distracted by the letter, reeling with the implications, overwhelmed with one more legal issue resulting from Julian’s death. Everything slowed when she greeted me. She was petite, her long dark hair almost black, her creamy white skin, long eyelashes over blue eyes. She was perfection.

      She looked nothing like the fierce girl I sparred with on the phone. She looked fragile, breakable. I wanted to know who the real Avery was, the feisty woman on the phone or the caring woman who helped me without question?

      She never once mentioned her lease during the meeting. Instead, she asked insightful questions, bringing up other legal issues, offered to help me with all of them, and it wasn’t in a ‘I want you as my client’ kind of way. It was more ‘I want to help you because you’re my friend.’ Except we weren’t.

      We weren’t anything, which was made clear when I returned for a copy of the insurance paperwork, overhearing her conversation with the other attorney. Griffin Locke is insufferable. I couldn’t dispute her observation even if I thought we’d set aside our differences in that conference room. I felt a connection with her, a bone-deep understanding between us. Instead, she’d only helped me out of pity.

      I swore she wanted to reach out and touch my arm, comfort me, except I didn’t need comfort. The legal and financial details surrounding Julian’s death were mounting.

      I needed to pick up Declan from camp. I needed to make dinner. I needed to find someone who was better equipped to be his parent. The first thought I’d had when I learned my ex cheated on me, was relief we didn’t have any kids. I moved home, a month later Julian died, naming me Declan’s guardian. I wasn’t a good choice. Why had Julian trusted me to raise him?

      Declan’s mother left when he was only a few months old. She hadn’t planned on a baby. They weren’t in a relationship. Julian said she had big plans for her life that didn’t involve raising a kid.

      After Julian died, I had her investigated. She moved from place to place, from one guy to another. She never worked for long. As soon as she found a man, she quit her job, relying on him to support her. When she burned through that guy, she moved on again. No other kids. She’d never been married. She wasn’t the staying type. The responsible type.

      The important thing was Julian stepped into the single-parent role. I admired him for it. Now I was being asked to do the same. I wasn’t sure I was the man for the job. I knew nothing about kids. I’d only lived here a month or so before Julian died. It wasn’t long enough to bond with Declan.

      I pulled into the pick-up line for camp. Inching forward until I was in front of a tired-looking Declan, he opened the door, climbing inside, sighing as he threw his lunch bag on the seat next to him.

      I pulled away from the curb before greeting him. “How was camp?”

      “It was okay.” He looked out the window. After Julian’s death, Declan’s personality was muted. He didn’t seem to feel things. He didn’t smile. He didn’t get excited. In the spring, he went to school, did his homework, went through the motions of life. It was heartbreaking I couldn’t fix it for him.

      “It will get better.” I didn’t know if I was saying it to myself or to him. We were both grieving my brother’s death, adjusting to this new life without him. I felt like a boat with no rudder, spinning aimlessly in the wind.

      Declan didn’t respond, pulling a book out of his bag.

      Would he be happier with my parents? Was I doing him a disservice by taking care of him? “Would you want to move closer to Grandma and Grandpa?”

      He finally moved his attention from his book to me. “What? No. I don’t want to change schools. I have friends here.”

      He did have a good friend, Ian, whose family invited Declan over for dinner and overnights giving me a reprieve when I was overwhelmed.

      I’d done some research online and it did say to keep things as normal as possible. Same school. Same house. But eventually we needed to move out of Julian’s house. I couldn’t continue to live among his things. I’d have to make a decision about Declan. The more time we spent together, the less I wanted to disrupt his life again. If he went to live with a different relative, it would be one more change when he’d already have enough upheaval to last a lifetime.

      I’d gone from only thinking about myself to carefully considering how every move would affect Declan. It had only been six months since Julian died, but it seemed like a lifetime.
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      Champagne Fridays became a tradition when we painted the office and celebrated the opening of the firm. Take-out containers were spread out over the table from our favorite Chinese restaurant. It was time for us to talk about the week, our cases, and touch base about Kids Speak.

      Hadley placed her pen behind her ear, looking down at her agenda for the meeting. “The fundraiser is scheduled in a couple of weeks. We’re hoping to raise awareness about Kids Speak, inform the public about our services, but also spread the word that we’re looking for athletes to get involved.”

      Hadley started Kids Speak in New Orleans with her father’s financial backing, but he’d recently withdrew his support, so we were looking for ways to continue to be viable and expand into Annapolis. I organized the fundraising events. Dylan drummed up publicity. Hadley was the face of the organization since she created it, but she also developed relationships with the schools, hired speech therapists, and implemented the program.

      The publicity we received after our gala in New Orleans sent new clients our way. We received a lot of inquiries about obtaining services through the schools for children with individualized education plans. It wasn’t one of the areas of law we anticipated practicing, but it made sense due to our association with a speech impairment nonprofit.

      Her brother, Colin’s idea was to involve athletes like himself, who also experienced speech issues, who could speak to the kids, be a mentor.

      “I called the press offices for all of the local teams, minor league and professional, inviting them to attend. I started with Baltimore, but we could expand to Washington D.C. if we don’t get any takers,” Dylan said.

      “Do you think it will work?” It was a great idea to bring in professional players. I wasn’t sure they’d want to partner with a small nonprofit though.

      “It would be easier if we had a personal connection to a player. It doesn’t matter which sport. Once one gets involved, the others will follow. It’s like a domino effect.” Dylan pushed up her sleeves, her tone determined.

      “Do you think we’ll raise enough money to get off the ground in Annapolis?” Hadley asked.

      “I hope so.” I speared the last piece of chicken with my fork, biting into it. If we couldn’t generate enough interest locally, we wouldn’t be able to expand like she wanted. The firm’s success and Kids Speak were intertwined. If Kids Speak didn’t gain traction, I worried the firm wouldn’t either.

      “We’ll find an investor or an organization willing to get involved. Trust me. It’s just a matter of time. Once we get one person with influence involved, others will too. They won’t want to miss out,” Dylan said.

      “I hope you’re right. Sometimes I think it was a mistake to think I could run Kids Speak without an investor. I never realized how stressful and time-consuming raising money is for a nonprofit.” Hadley’s brow furrowed as she took a sip of her wine.

      We’d only worked together a short time, but I respected Hadley. I didn’t want her to give up. “Maybe this one will sustain us for a while.”

      “Are there any local wealthy business owners who might be interested in helping us?” Dylan picked up her phone as if to search for possibilities.

      “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that.” Hadley’s nose wrinkled.

      I sympathized with Hadley’s reluctance to approach investors. I preferred people come to us, but we might not have a choice.

      Dylan glanced up at Hadley. “Not everyone is your dad. Surely, someone has money to burn who thinks this is a good cause.”

      “What are you searching for?” I leaned over to get a better look at her screen.

      “Wealthy businessmen in the Annapolis area. Bonus if they had speech issues growing up, but it’s unlikely that would be posted online.” Dylan’s head bowed over her phone as she bit her lip in concentration.

      “Thank you so much for planning the fundraiser,” Hadley said to me.

      “Of course. I love organizing things.” I was happy to support Hadley in her cause. As long as I was behind the scenes and didn’t have to attend the event or speak to the media, I’d be fine.

      “You’re coming, right?” Hadley’s enthusiasm was infectious, but dread spread through my stomach at her question.

      I didn’t want to disappoint Hadley, but I didn’t want to go if I could avoid it. “I hadn’t planned on it. If you want me there as an organizer, I can make sure things run smoothly.”

      “No. I’d like all three of us there together. Like it or not, our firm and our faces will become Kids Speak in Annapolis. It’s no longer my baby, it’s ours.” Hadley gestured at us.

      A warm tingly sensation skidded over my skin, goose bumps popped up in its wake. Asked to be part of something was rare for me. I was used to being on the outskirts of things. “That’s amazing, Hadley. I thought we were more backseat contributors, not the face.”

      Dylan shrugged. “The firm’s name is already associated with Kids Speak. It’s inevitable people will expect the three of us at events.”

      In social situations, my heart raced, my palms were sweaty, I felt like everyone was looking at me and judging. “I think you two would be better at the public relations thing.”

      “You’ll be great.” Hadley waved me off.

      “No. You don’t understand. Parties aren’t my thing.” Hadley spoke at every gala Kids Speak ever had. If it made her nervous, it didn’t show. Dylan was naturally outgoing. She frequently spoke with the media to garner support for Kids Speak and Hadley’s boyfriend, Cade’s, charity Morrison Rebuilds.

      “You won’t have to speak. You just have to be there,” Hadley said.

      They were so confident in front of people. How could I explain to them my fear of falling, saying something wrong, or the all-encompassing I wasn’t in the right skin sensation I got. I was so uncomfortable the whole time, counting down the seconds until I could leave. Hours later, I’d analyze anything I said or did, berating myself for saying or doing something embarrassing or stupid.

      I let it go, not wanting to make a big deal of it, hoping they’d forget about it or I’d get sick so I wouldn’t have to attend.

      “Huh,” Dylan said.

      “What?”

      “Did you know that Griffin Locke started an antivirus company with his roommate in college? They developed software with firewalls to prevent ransomware attacks. It was so successful they sold it a few months ago for millions.”

      I tipped my head to the side, my mind racing, unable to process what she’d said. Griffin didn’t seem like a man who was wealthy. Prior to his brother dying, he lived in the small apartment on the second floor.

      “Why did he argue with us over that mistake in our lease, a difference in a few hundred dollars?” Hadley’s eyes tightened.

      “He’s a good businessman, unable to reconcile the mistake he’d made. What’s he doing now?”

      “It says he moved home to be near his family, his brother, Julian Locke and his nephew, Declan. His parents retired to Florida a few years ago. Then there’s a link to the article about Julian’s accident.”

      Hearing the last few months of his life read from an article contrasted with the pain and vulnerability I sensed when I talked to Griffin.

      Hadley shifted closer to me. “Avery, you’re working with him now. Maybe you could talk to him about Kids Speak, see if he’d be interested in attending the fundraiser or supporting us as a silent investor?”

      A few words into her request, I was shaking my head. “Nope. I’m not asking anyone for money. That’s not my thing. You know that.”

      Dylan moved her focus from her phone to me. “Remember when I said it was all about connections. You seem to have some rapport with Griffin. He asked to see you.”

      “We don’t get along.” Except for those few minutes in the conference room. It was the only time we hadn’t argued.

      Hadley rolled her eyes. “Well, it didn’t help that you called him insufferable. Have you heard from him since?”

      “No. I need to follow up with the insurance company first.” It had been two weeks since he’d walked into the office. My mouth usually got me into trouble. I’d say something without thinking, or I would try and say something and it would come out all wrong, offending the other person. Then I’d be frozen in place, unable to speak or even apologize.

      Dylan leaned toward me. “It might be a good idea to apologize for saying he was insufferable when you call him.”

      I winced, knowing I should have already done that. “I’ve been meaning to do that.”

      Discussion filtered back to the number of new clients we brought in this week, the increase in education cases. Relieved, the conversation shifted from Griffin. I thought about what I would say when I finally spoke to him. Would he accept an apology, or would he be antagonistic? I couldn’t blame him for being upset, but I liked the way we were in the conference room. I didn’t want to return to the way we used to be.

      After our meeting, I went to my office to pack up for the day. I’d had two glasses of wine with dinner. I felt more relaxed. Should I call Griffin and apologize when I wouldn’t feel so awkward? It was Friday night. Did I want him to answer or would voicemail be preferable? Normally, I’d want voicemail, but I longed to hear his voice. I dialed his number before I could second-guess myself.

      He answered after three rings, sounding distracted. “Griffin Locke.”

      Ugh. That voice combined with the alcohol in my system went straight to my core. “Hi Griffin. It’s Avery.” I closed my eyes at my professional greeting. Clearing my throat, I continued, “Avery Arrington. I wanted to apologize for the other day.”

      “Dec, I’ll be right there.” His voice sounded far away as if he’d moved the phone away from his mouth.

      I’d made another mistake interrupting his family time, adding to the list of reasons why he didn’t like me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt” —I glanced at the clock, seven p.m.— “dinner or family time. I wanted to apologize—”

      “You mean when you called me an insufferable ass?” His tone was patronizing, as if he had the upper hand.

      The familiar irritation I experienced when we spoke over the phone shot through me, gaining force as it flowed through my limbs. “I didn’t say you were an ass. I said you were insufferable.”

      “I think it was implied. You have an interesting way of apologizing.” He sounded amused.

      Was it my predictable reaction to him or something else? I wanted to scream in frustration. I couldn’t even apologize to this man. I took a few deep breaths to calm myself. “I’m sorry I said you were insufferable. I was referring to our lease disagreement.”

      “I know what you were referring to.” His tone was steady and even.

      I got the impression he was goading me, and I’d reacted how he expected. Frustrated I’d fallen into our old pattern of interacting, I noticed the background was quiet now. It seemed intimate, just me and Griffin on the phone, his focus one hundred percent on me. “You make it difficult to apologize.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Am I supposed to make it easy?”

      I smiled despite wanting to throttle him because it was the first time I’d heard him laugh. “Yes. No. I don’t know. I called to apologize. You’re my client and I was unprofessional.”

      “To be fair, you didn’t know I was there.”

      “That doesn’t make it right. I truly am sorry. I have a tendency to put my foot in my mouth sometimes. Can we move past it?”

      “I should apologize too. I was an ass when we were having that dispute over your lease.” Griffin’s voice was softer, sincere.

      I was stunned for a few seconds, unable to respond. He was apologizing to me?

      “Were you serious about helping me with my brother’s estate and his guardianship issues?”

      I licked my lips, thoughts tumbling around in my brain about more time with Griffin. “Of course.”

      “I’ll take whatever help I can get.”

      “That’s what I’m here for. I’ll draft an attorney-client agreement and prepare an estimate for you.”

      “Let’s set up a time to go over the will. I want to hand this off to you sooner rather than later.”

      My nerves tingled at the thought of seeing him again so soon. I glanced at my calendar. “How about first thing Monday morning?”

      “That works. Listen, I’ve got to finish this chess game with Declan. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Sure. Have a great weekend.”

      He hung up without responding. He was playing chess with Declan. He’d moved into Julian’s home despite questioning his capabilities as guardian. He wanted to protect Declan. Despite my initial impression of Griffin, he seemed like a good guy when it came to his family. I felt bad for judging him by our initial phone conversations.

      I searched for his name on my phone to find the article Dylan was quoting earlier. I quickly scanned it to see the date of Julian’s death. I closed my eyes, sympathy filling me. That was right before we signed the lease for the building. Is that why he’d used a proxy instead of handling it himself? He was distracted dealing with his brother’s death.

      I felt horrible for judging him when I didn’t know all the facts. It was understandable he’d be a little on edge. I read through everything I could find on his start-up. When I read several articles saying the same thing, I went to close the browser when a headline caught my attention. Start-up partners split among rumors of an affair.

      There was a picture of Griffin and Lorelai at some gala. Griffin’s lips curled into a slight smile as if the photo was something he tolerated, not enjoyed. His hair was longer then, slicked back with some kind of gel, his shoulders broad in his tux. Lorelai’s blonde hair was swept into an updo, diamonds hung from her earlobes, glittered along her collarbone, the shiny dress wrapped around her curves. One hand curled around Griffin’s elbow, the other his hip, leg visible through the high slit in the skirt. She was model-gorgeous.

      I knew it was unfair, but I couldn’t help thinking she was probably the same kind of girl who bullied me in high school, preying on the weak and awkward, then grew up to screw others over, never thinking about the destruction they left behind. Or maybe I was jealous that she was the type of woman he was attracted to.

      I closed my eyes against the memories. I didn’t know anything about this woman except she’d cheated on Griffin with his friend and business partner. That was all I needed to know. Griffin deserved better than that.
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      I stepped inside Avery’s office, noticing for the first time freshly painted walls, the words Arrington, Gannon, & Winters hung in gold script above the empty receptionist’s desk. I looked down at my feet, if I wasn’t mistaken it wasn’t the industrial carpet left over from the accounting firm who’d been the prior tenant.

      “Mr. Locke, I’m so glad you could make it.”

      I hadn’t heard her enter the room. My gaze moved from the carpet to her practical black pumps, her bare legs, to the black suit she wore buttoned over a silky-looking white button-down shirt. Her thick dark hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail. Her blue eyes flashed to mine as she licked her lips. She was nervous.

      Was it my presence or was it the changes she’d made?

      “Did you change the carpet?” I purposely let my gaze travel around the room, pausing at the firm’s sign. “And the paint?”

      Wanting to see her reaction, I turned my attention to her.

      She swallowed, shifting on her heels. “We did. We wanted to look professional. I know you said we needed your approval but—”

      “Did you make any other changes?”

      “We mounted shelves in the offices, but they can be removed, the holes patched.”

      I was silent for a few seconds, a strategy I used to unsettle people. I wasn’t sure why I was doing it to her, other than, I’d always enjoyed hearing her fiery temper over the phone, and I was hoping to experience it in person.

      She cocked her head, placing a hand on her hip. “You know, everything we did was an improvement. We couldn’t host clients how it was before.” Her eyes flashed, her cheeks flushed. “If you try to sue us for breach of contract, you won’t have any damages to prove. We took before and after photographs. Any judge would—”

      “Of course you can paint the office to make it look professional.”

      Her mouth dropped open as if she didn’t know what to make of my comment. “Why were you so difficult when I asked originally?”

      “Honestly, I was pissed about the lease. I screwed up.”

      She shook her head, dropping her shoulders. “I’m not a confrontational person, but you seem to bring it out in me.”

      “Really?” I tucked that information away for later.

      She shook her head, brushing past me in a dismissing gesture. “Let’s go to the conference room.”

      Her fragrance, something flowery, tickled my nose. I wanted to reach out, to touch her wrist, to confirm her pulse was as erratic as mine, but I didn’t.

      I needed to focus on closing out my brother’s estate, wrapping things up. If I wanted to move Declan to Florida, I could do it without any loose ends, the biggest of which was his mother, Erin. I didn’t know if she’d show up one day wanting to be involved, requesting visitation, upsetting the delicate balance I’d established with Declan.

      Avery led me into the same conference room we’d convened in last week. A file was spread over the table with a legal pad and pen.

      She gestured to the seat across from hers. “Have a seat.”

      “Thanks for handling this for me. I had attorneys in California, but I don’t trust anyone from my old life.”

      Avery’s gaze stuck and held on my face as if she wanted to ask more, but she didn’t. “You’re welcome. Did you bring the estate paperwork?”

      “I did.”

      She held her hand out to me. “I’ll make copies and be right back.”

      “Don’t you have a receptionist who can do that?” I was curious why I hadn’t seen anyone answering the phones, making copies.

      “No. We haven’t hired anyone yet.”

      “That’s smart. Save money while you build the firm.”

      “We can afford to hire someone, but there’s no rush. Not when we can do the work.”

      “Eventually you’ll be too busy to deal with every phone call.” I remembered those days. Damon and I started out in my dorm room, then moved to a shared apartment. Back then everything was new and exciting, we were filled with hope that we could make a difference.

      “I certainly hope so.” She turned, my paperwork gripped in her hands, my gaze followed her backside as she walked out the door.

      She was an intriguing mix of shy and feisty. I liked it. She was amusing, but I wouldn’t let my mind wander to anything else. I’d dated Lorelai for years, proposing before I discovered her fucking my friend and partner. For some reason, her betrayal paled in comparison to his.

      He’d been my friend since we were assigned to be roommates freshman year. When we were juniors some of the university’s research was stolen, the information held hostage by some ransomware company, probably offshore, untraceable. We were shocked when the university paid to get the research back.

      That situation stuck in my brain. I discovered that hospitals, any business with valuable data, were at risk. With no expectation of ever getting the information back, the companies paid the ransom.

      I wondered if I could come up with something that would prevent it from happening. I was a computer science major with a knack for developing programs. We worked for two years before one was ready, with ideas already forming to develop other software if the ransomware companies got past our firewalls. We offered it for free to big companies until one tried it, referred our name to other businesses, then we took off. I didn’t intend to sell the business until my partner, Damon, betrayed me.

      I wanted nothing to do with it at that point. I couldn’t continue working with my former friend, especially while he was dating my ex-fiancée.

      I stood, wanting to clear my mind. My gaze locked on the framed photographs hanging on the walls. There was a newspaper article about a New Orleans nonprofit, Kids Speak, and various photographs of a gala-type event. I scanned the article, pausing when it said Hadley Winters was the head of the organization, and her father, Aiden Winters, was the main investor. I’d just reached the part where Aiden Winters withdrew his support for the organization, when Avery returned.

      “Here’s your copy.” Avery handed me the paperwork, her gaze caught on the framed newspaper clipping.

      “That’s Hadley’s baby, it’s a speech therapy program she started in New Orleans’ schools. This was the night she announced her intention to expand into Annapolis.”

      “That’s impressive. It says her father withdrew his backing.”

      “That’s right.” Her words were stilted.

      “Why?” I detected an undercurrent in her answer as if she didn’t want to offer more information. It’s seemed odd a father would do that unless he didn’t believe in the program.

      Avery’s face was grim. “You really shouldn’t go into business with family.”

      Or friends. “Is she in need of an investor?”

      “We’re looking. The firm is helping, but we can’t fund her yet.” She licked her lips, her gaze on the newspaper clipping.

      My gaze dropped to her lips before I forced myself to look away. It was a worthy cause, but I wasn’t prepared to partner with anyone, not even as a silent investor. “We should focus on why we’re here.”

      “I’m sorry. Of course.” She shifted through the paperwork I’d brought. “I can administer the estate for you. The firm will receive a portion as a fee.”

      “I know how it works.” I’d researched my options when Julian died, realizing I’d lose a portion of the funds, but at this point, it was worth the loss to take it off my plate.

      “I’ll file a petition to administer the estate, value his assets. What did you want to do with his house?”

      Despite the sinking feeling in my stomach, I said, “Eventually, I’d like to sell it, move to our own place.”

      She looked up at me in surprise. “Are you sure Declan will be okay with selling?”

      Her question felt personal, not like an attorney questioning a client. It didn’t feel like she was pressing, more like she cared, but I didn’t want to get too personal. “Like I said, eventually, we’ll be ready. We’re not there yet.”

      Avery’s expression changed from concerned to professional. “Would you like me to handle changing the deed into your name?”

      “Please handle whatever you think needs to be dealt with. I’d really appreciate it. I want to focus on Declan and his immediate needs.”

      Something passed over her features, softening them. “That’s commendable.”

      “He’s the one who’s vulnerable in this situation.” It felt weird to discuss something so personal outside of my family.

      “Is he the only one?” Her voice lowered, her eyes traveled over my face.

      I cleared my throat. I grieved my brother, but the guilt lingered from my part in his accident. I couldn’t let go of the idea that if I’d been there, none of this would be happening.

      “Have you talked to anyone?” Her head tilted.

      I leaned back to gain a little distance. Since Julian died only my parents expressed concern. Avery reminded me of what it was like to have a girlfriend, someone who was always there for me. “Who would I talk to?”

      “A counselor. I know it’s not my place, but maybe it would help.” She smiled as if to lighten the intensity of the last few seconds.

      “I’m fine. You’re handling the estate, I’m handling Declan.” I made my voice intentionally cool in a warning for her to back off.

      She opened her mouth as if to respond but then closed it again, giving me a tight smile. “Have you made any decisions regarding guardianship?”

      “I’m caring for him. We aren’t close to any other family members. Not close enough I’d feel comfortable with Declan living with them.” I hadn’t officially decided, but there didn’t seem to be a better option.

      She straightened her spine. “That’s good. I called the life insurance company. They’re almost done with their investigation. There should be an answer one way or the other in the next couple of weeks.”

      “Good. Regardless of the insurance company’s decision, I want to set up a trust for Declan so that he’s protected should anything happen to me.”

      Her eyes flashed with respect. “I’m happy to help you with that.”

      After we discussed an appropriate amount for the trust, parameters for the financial trustee, the appropriate time for Declan to have access to the full amount, she promised to contact me when the paperwork was completed.

      She stood, pausing next to my chair. She placed a hand on my shoulder. “There’s no shame talking to someone—it doesn’t have to be a counselor. Maybe a friend or a parent.”

      “Why do you care so much?”

      “I grew up with parents who were focused on work. When my brother acted out, they sent him to military school.” She shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal. “They worked all the time, didn’t have the energy or the interest in taking us places, driving us to extracurriculars, it was all about them. I’m not saying you’re like that—”

      “That must have been lonely.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I couldn’t imagine growing up, afraid if I acted up, I’d be sent away.

      She considered my words for a second, her hand still on my shoulder, warm and comforting. I wanted to close my eyes, reveling in her touch. Instead, I focused on her reaction.

      Her smile was tight. “I was fine. I worked hard, went to law school, opened this firm.”

      Surely she realized her parents weren’t exactly normal. “Are you sure about that?”

      She removed her hand from my shoulder, shuttering her eyes, withdrawing physically and emotionally. I regretted saying anything. I didn’t want to create distance between us.

      “They raised two successful adults. I’m an attorney and my brother, Mason, is a Navy pilot. They might not have been conventional, but we turned out okay.”

      I should gather my things to leave but I wanted to know more. “Are you close to your brother?”

      “We were eight years apart in age. I was young when he left for good.”

      “You don’t keep in touch now?” I shifted to face her, wanting to see her expression, find proof she felt something about her family, her past.

      Her nose wrinkled. “My parents keep me updated on what he’s doing. Like I said, we were never close.”

      “That sucks.” I couldn’t imagine not being close with Julian. We were friends growing up because we were so close in age, but when Damon and Lorelai betrayed me, he was the only one I could trust.

      “You were close with your brother.” Her voice was soft, her head tilted slightly, nothing but genuine curiosity filled her eyes.

      “Yeah. We were only two years apart. I was older, so I was protective of him in high school.” I hesitated, watching her carefully, wondering if opening up to her would prompt her to do the same. “Kids picked on him.”

      “He was bullied?” She stilled, waiting for my answer.

      “Not after I stepped in. But by the time I graduated, he’d bulked up. He cared for himself.” I still worried about him because he was my younger brother.

      She smiled, but it was brittle. “That’s good. Kids can be brutal.”

      I wanted to ask, were they brutal to you, but I didn’t. We’d already shared too much personal information for an attorney-client relationship.

      She opened the conference room door, effectively ending our meeting. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I hear from the insurance company.”

      I sighed, reluctant to leave. I wanted to stay. I wanted to uncover her secrets in this room where we seemed to connect almost effortlessly. Instead, I followed her down the hall to the front of the office.

      She stopped when she reached the front door, turning to face me. “Thank you so much for coming in this morning, Mr. Locke.”

      “Oh, I think we’re past that formality, aren’t we? You can call me Griffin.”

      “Sometimes I need to remind myself that we’re in a business relationship.” Her eyes were cool, but sparks simmered under the surface.

      Was she attracted to me? I stepped closer, lowering my voice, hoping to elicit a reaction. “Why is that?”

      She stood her ground, tilting her head slightly. “Are you still planning to kick us out at the end of our lease?”

      Confused at the sudden turn in conversation, I stepped back. Why was she bringing this up now? “Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “My partners are concerned. They wanted me to discuss it with you before you hired me to handle your brother’s estate. It would be difficult to relocate when we’re just getting established.”

      It was a reasonable point. “You’re right. We’d need to negotiate a new lease amount.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, cocking her head to the side. “Are you going to raise it so exorbitantly, we’ll have no choice but to move?”

      It was clear I was an ass to her when we initially spoke. If I wanted her to view me as more than a business partner, I needed to fix this. “It’s in my best interest to have a paying tenant. I’m confident we can come to an acceptable amount for both of us.”

      She lowered her arms to her side. “Thank you. Any meeting will involve all of my partners.”

      “Of course. No proxies.” I smiled, so she’d know I was teasing.

      Her lips tugged into a smile. “No proxies.”

      “Shake on it?” I held my hand out to her.

      “It’s nice doing business with you, Avery.” I held on to her hand longer than necessary, not wanting to break contact. Her soft warmth seeped through my skin.

      “You too, Griffin.” A pink hue spread up her neck and cheeks. I let go of her hand, liking her reaction.
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      Watching Griffin walk down the street, I knew I said too much.

      I’d come so close to telling Griffin everything. A man who according to everything I’d read about him was cutthroat in his business. He might be softhearted when it came to his nephew but that didn’t mean he’d be the same with me. I needed to protect myself. I needed to remember that picture of him with his fiancée. He was rich and attractive. He dated women who looked the part on gossip sites. I wasn’t his type.

      I knew how guys like that could be. I’d never be humiliated like that again. I was attracted to him, but that’s as far as it could go. He was our landlord. He could pull the proverbial rug out from under our firm anytime he wanted.

      Dylan walked into the reception area. “How did the meeting go with Griffin?”

      I smiled, hoping my turbulent thoughts weren’t written on my face. “It was fine. It’s a straight-forward estate. There’s not likely to be anyone contesting the will.”

      “What about the boy’s mother?” Dylan followed me to the conference room.

      I gathered Griffin’s paperwork, organizing it into his file. “She left when he was three months old. No one’s heard from her since.”

      Dylan rested a shoulder against the doorjamb. “We should find her, see what she’s up to. If she finds out he has money, she might be an issue.”

      I closed Griffin’s file folder, holding it to my chest. “Won’t it be expensive to track her down?”

      “The mother could be a factor in the guardianship case. It might be worth checking it out. He certainly has the means to hire an investigator.”

      Yet he lived in the same home as his brother, according to the inventory he provided, a modest colonial in a middle class neighborhood. Before his brother died, he lived in the apartment above the office. Griffin was a crossword puzzle I wanted to solve. I wanted to fill in all the blank spaces, reconcile his differences, then maybe I could put Griffin Locke in a box, one I’d never open.

      “How are things with him otherwise?”

      I rounded my desk, sitting. “Good. I apologized for calling him insufferable. He agreed to negotiate a new lease.” I added the last part to throw her off any line of questions into my attraction to Griffin.

      Dylan raised a brow. “He’s willing to negotiate?”

      “That’s what he said. We’d set up a time when all of us could be there, hash it out, and sign a renewal.”

      “How’d you get him to agree to that?”

      “I mentioned how we had this hanging over our heads, how it would be bad for business if we had to move when the firm was so new.”

      “Good job. I’ll let Hadley know.” Dylan left my office.

      I breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t asked any follow-up questions.

      Hadley popped her head in a few minutes later. “Good job with the landlord. You say you’re not good with people, but you seem to be handling Griffin.”

      I laughed. “I don’t know about that. He brings this side of me out that I didn’t know existed.”

      “Oh yeah? What side is that?” Hadley crossed her arms over her chest.

      Had I revealed too much? Will she realize that I’m attracted to him? “The one that pushes until she gets what she wants.”

      “Good for you.” She moved to sit in a chair across from me. “I don’t think you’re a pushover.”

      “Oh no. I’m not a pushover. I’m just not great with people. Not like Dylan.” I wasn’t sure how to explain my worries to her without telling her some of the truth. “I can handle clients. I know how to work for what I want, but you know, social situations, making friends… those are harder.”

      Hadley’s eyes gentled. “You’re friends with Dylan and me, and Taylor, obviously.”

      We met in our first year of law school when we were assigned to the same small group. We instantly clicked, forming a study group, and remained friends. I was grateful. I wasn’t sure we’d be friends otherwise. Sometimes, I worried we remained friends out of obligation. When we graduated, we went our separate ways for a few years until Dylan had the idea to open a firm together.

      At first I resisted, because I didn’t have the capital to start something like that, but they said I could join with a lower share. We were partners on paper, but I didn’t feel equal. I smiled, masking the thoughts running through my head. If they knew the real me, the one who was ridiculed in school, they probably wouldn’t like me. Sometimes the negative voice in my head was hard to ignore.

      “You’re right. We’re friends.”

      Hadley studied my face as I held my breath, hoping she wouldn’t call me out. “I hope you know that we love you. I’m happy to be working with you.”

      I’d only known Hadley for a few months. She was being sweet, but I felt guilty for making her feel like she had to reassure me. “I do. Of course I do. I don’t know what I’m rambling about. I had a tough time with some kids in school, but it was a long time ago.”

      “What happened?”

      My face heated. I never repeated what those kids said. It was too humiliating. I couldn’t figure out why they targeted me. I was quiet, kept to myself.

      Each word stung me, made me feel less than. Back then, I had no friends. I couldn’t trust people not to turn on me.

      I’d never let that fear go. If I lowered my mask for a second, it invited someone in, told them their opinion mattered, that they could hurt me. I straightened my shoulders. I was stronger for what I went through.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it. I’m sorry you were treated badly.”

      I waved her off. “Don’t feel sorry for me. It was nothing.”

      “It’s clearly not nothing. I wish you felt more comfortable talking about it. Maybe I could help.”

      She’d been nothing but kind to me even if I’d only known her for a few months.

      Hadley sighed. “You know, when mean girls pick on you, it’s more about them than you.”

      I laughed without humor, looking away as tears stung my eyes. “It was boys, but okay.”

      “Boys bullied you?” Hadley’s eyes widened as she leaned in closer.

      “It was both, but the boys were the worst.” My voice was quiet, my face hot. Could I trust Hadley with this?

      “I know we haven’t been friends long, but I’d never betray you. First of all, we’re all adults and that middle school bullshit needs to stay back there. I’d never be catty, or drop you as a friend.”

      I wanted to believe if I told someone the truth, they wouldn’t think less of me. “When I raised my hand to answer a question in class, the boys would bark at me like I was a dog.” I couldn’t look at her, my breath harsh to my ears.

      Hadley reached over, placing her hand on mine. “I’m so sorry. They were a bunch of assholes. You’re gorgeous and smart.”

      “I failed the bar exam the first time.” I wanted her to know everything.

      “That doesn’t mean anything. You’re an attorney, a managing partner of this firm. Those people can’t get to you anymore. Their opinion doesn’t mean anything but that they were jealous of you back then and they’d be jealous of you now.”

      “You think so?” I was reluctant to believe her. I always thought there was something fundamentally wrong with me. That those kids could see something I couldn’t, an insecurity, a chink in my armor.

      “Jealous assholes. They’re probably used car salesmen now.” Hadley’s voice was full of conviction.

      I snorted.

      “What? Are they?” Hadley asked.

      I was slightly embarrassed that I’d searched online to find out what they were doing now. “One of the guys dropped out of college and is working as a car salesman.”

      “See! I told you. They were jealous of the success they knew you’d have in life. Live your life how you want to. Who cares about those assholes.”

      Telling her the truth drained me. I leaned back in my chair. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say asshole so many times in one conversation.”

      “Yeah, well, it was deserved, don’t you think?” Hadley’s eyes were full of laughter, her cheeks pink.

      “It was.” I’d made a true friend today. I’d been honest with her and she’d been nothing but supportive.

      “No more of this nonsense. You have friends. You belong here. You’re successful. Nothing and no one can bring you down.”

      “Thank you, Hadley. It’s not that I don’t know that, sometimes I just need a reminder.” Sharing with her felt good, the ever present knot of worry in my stomach unraveled a little.

      “That’s what friends are for.” She gave me a pointed look before leaving my office.

      I’d like to think mean people didn’t exist anymore. That there were trustworthy ones out there, but the fear of being rejected by yet another person was overwhelming. After opening up to Griffin, then Hadley, I was physically and mentally exhausted. It wasn’t even lunchtime yet.

      I focused on Griffin’s case, organizing his paperwork, setting up a schedule of things that needed to be done so nothing would be missed.

      Hadley’s suggestion that I mention investigating Declan’s mother flipped around in my head. It was a good suggestion. I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet. I needed distance from our conversation this morning when I’d revealed too much.

      I shivered at the memory of him asking if I was bullied. Sharing with Hadley was different than Griffin. Even though I represented him, I couldn’t shake this feeling that he was in a position of power over me and the firm.

      Wes, the man I’d dated in law school, was my professor. When someone reported our relationship as inappropriate, he denied any involvement with me. He said I came onto him, that it was essentially harassment. I understood he had to protect himself and his job, but it hurt.

      He eventually backed off the harassment allegation, but the damage was done, my reputation shot. The tentative trust I’d placed in him was undeserved. I vowed never to be in the same position again.
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        * * *

      

      On Friday night, we had our usual end-of-the week celebratory drink in the conference room. The office was closed for the day, the phones sent to voicemail.

      Dylan was practically vibrating with energy, a smile playing on her lips. “I have an idea for the fundraiser. I hope it’s not too late, but it could be the key to getting professional athletes on board.”

      I clenched my jaw. I’d hoped this week would consist of verifying times and deliveries, not planning yet another large project for the fundraiser. Dylan often came up with big ideas that were difficult to manage.

      “What’s your idea?” Hadley raised her brow.

      “What do you think about a silent auction for items provided by athletes, signed jerseys, footballs, baseballs, pictures? Maybe tickets to a game?” Dylan’s eyes shined with excitement.

      “It’s a great idea, but we only have a week until the fundraiser.”

      “We don’t have the connections or reputation for that yet.” Hadley looked at me for a reaction.

      Dylan nodded as if she’d considered this. “I started calling marketing companies for the local teams to see if they’re interested in donating. Researching online, it looks like it’s common for them to send out a set amount of paraphernalia for promotional purposes.”

      “When would we hear back?” I mentally ran through the list of logistics to add a silent auction.

      Dylan bit her lip. “Hopefully this week.”

      “We’ll have to see what happens. If it’s not feasible, we could do it another time,” I said.

      “Is anyone bringing a date?” Dylan asked.

      Hadley nodded. “I’m bringing Cade. I invited Nolan too.”

      “I hadn’t planned on it because I wasn’t planning on going originally.”

      “We should invite someone else so it’s even.” Dylan tilted her head as if trying to think of a possibility.

      “We should invite Griffin. He only recently moved here, right?” At my nod, she added, “Maybe he’d like to meet new people.”

      “Oh, great idea,” Hadley agreed.

      “I don’t like it.”

      Hadley nodded. “We’re going out with Cade and Nolan. It’s uneven. It makes sense to invite another guy.”

      This felt like Hadley and Dylan were setting me up. “He just acquired an eight-year-old. I don’t think he wants to go out.”

      “You won’t know if you don’t ask. Plus, he might have connections to football teams or their front offices. There was a picture of him with several athletes online,” Dylan said.

      Hadley snapped her fingers. “That would give you an excuse to call him. You can ask if he has any connections to get the items you need for the auction.”

      I wanted to groan in frustration. “You are impossible.”

      Dylan smiled as if she’d won.

      I sighed. “I’ll ask but I’m telling him it’s to introduce him to Cade and Nolan, to meet new people, not as a date.”

      Dylan rolled her eyes. “Like that matters.”

      We went over a few more things before calling it a night. It was the second time I’d called Griffin after our Friday wine night. It wasn’t lost on me that I needed alcohol in my system to talk to him on the phone now. This time, I walked to my apartment above the old firehouse. It was cute, quaint, and all mine. I put on comfy pajamas, dialing his number before I lost my nerve.

      “Griffin Locke.”

      “Hey, it’s me.” When he was quiet for a second, I realized he might not have put my number in his contacts. “Avery Arrington.”

      “I know who you are. You’re programmed into my phone.”

      I folded my legs under me, his voice low and rumbly. It shouldn’t have warmed my heart that he’d programmed my name. It was natural he’d do that when I was his attorney.

      “Avery?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Were you calling for a particular reason?”

      I pinched my arm lightly as a reminder to focus. “Oh yeah. Sorry. The firm had a meeting tonight.”

      “On a Friday night?”

      “Yeah, we go over the week. One of the things we discussed was our nonprofit fundraiser.”

      “How does that involve me?” His voice was hesitant.

      “Well, it doesn’t. Not really.” I was going to kill Dylan for putting me in this awkward position the next time I saw her. Awkward silence filled the air between us. Should I mention the silent auction or let it go? I promised Dylan I would ask.

      “Dylan had this crazy idea to do a silent auction offering local athlete’s paraphernalia, signed balls, that kind of thing.”

      “I don’t do that sort of thing anymore.”

      “Maybe I should explain this better. You see, Kids Speak was an organization that Hadley created because her brother, Colin, had a stutter when he was a child. Her father pulled him from school, got him a tutor, until the stutter was eradicated.” My tone filled with disgust. “You know her father backed her in the beginning so she was able to quickly get the programs up and running in the school districts. I can send you the data. It’s an amazing program. But when her father withdrew his support, she had to come up with another way to raise money. Colin is a college baseball player. It was his idea to involve athletes. They could provide coaching advice or just be there for the child to read to. Kind of like a mentor relationship.”

      “That’s sounds great. I’m just not sure how I can help.”

      Maybe it was a bad idea to call him. I was rambling. I probably sounded unprofessional. “I’m not sure you can and to be clear, this is all Dylan’s idea. She’s our public relations person.”

      “I’m listening.” It was a good sign he hadn’t hung up yet.

      “In New Orleans, we’re working with college athletes because of Colin. Plus we’re already known, so others have offered to connect us with professional athletes. Here, we don’t have that same connection.”

      “And you think I do?”

      I couldn’t tell from his tone whether he was intrigued or annoyed. “Dylan thought you might, but if not, just forget I asked.”

      “I do have some. I’ve met players and a few teams who wanted to protect their information.”

      “Do you think the professional teams in Baltimore would be willing to donate anything?”

      “I could reach out.”

      My shoulders relaxed. “That would be amazing. I don’t want you to think that I’m using you for your connections.”

      He laughed. “You kind of are.”

      I smiled. The moment was soft and intimate, relaxing on my couch in my pajamas. “You should come to the fundraiser.”

      “I should?”

      “Hadley’s inviting her boyfriend, Cade, and his brother Nolan. There’s three of us, so it’s uneven. Plus, you’re helping us out. You should be there.”

      “Are you asking me to go as your date?”

      My first inclination was to say no. I rarely pursued guys. We were going essentially as a group. I was inviting him to be polite, but Dylan would tell me to say yes. I used that as my excuse to do what I usually wouldn’t. “Sure.”

      “Which night is it?”

      “Next Saturday.” My mind was reeling with the fact I’d admitted to asking him out on a date. My palms were sweaty, my heart was racing. Was this a good idea?

      “Let me see if Declan can stay at his friend’s house that night.”

      He was giving me an out I should take. “I completely forgot that you have Declan to care for. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I can still have a social life. I’ve barely gone anywhere since I moved back. I’m not friends with the people I went to high school with, so I don’t know many people.”

      “These events aren’t my scene.” I could have ended the conversation, but I didn’t. I wanted to prolong the intimacy of this conversation, with none of our usual animosity.

      I wanted to know more about him.

      “What is your scene?”

      I smiled. He made it sound like I had one. “I like staying home, watching movies, reading, drinking wine. I’m a homebody.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Going out makes me uncomfortable. There’s all these expectations. How you should dress, what you should say, how you should stand. I always do something wrong or say something embarrassing.”

      He was quiet for a few seconds before he said, “Do you or do you think you do?”

      That was the crux of the issue. I worried people didn’t like me but maybe none of it was true.

      “We talk a few times and you think you know me?” I injected a teasing note into my voice so that he wouldn’t think I was being defensive, but his comment put me on edge.

      He laughed lightly. “I feel like I’m starting to.”

      “Well, I’m not that interesting. Dylan’s a natural at social events and I’m not. There’s no story there.”

      “I bet there is. I’d love to hear it.” His voice lowered even more. An image of him lounging in bed popped into my head.

      One arm folded behind his head, his eyes hooded with desire, the sheet low on his pelvis, his chest and stomach bare. I wanted to place light kisses on his skin, lower the sheet, inch by inch. Heat flooded my core.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” To get any more personal than we already had. My cheeks burned at the thought of Griffin knowing everything there was to know about me. If he knew, he might think less of me.

      “You’re an intriguing mix, Avery. When we first met, you fought me at every turn, yet you want me to believe you’re uncomfortable in social events. You’re a strong woman, educated, you stand up for yourself.”

      “You’re different.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I wanted to groan out loud in frustration. I’d admitted my attraction to him.

      He chuckled, low and deep. “How so?”

      My mind raced with ideas on how to backtrack, to erase that comment from our conversation, or even excuse it somehow.

      When I didn’t answer, he continued, “Avery, how am I different?”

      Remembering Lorelai on his arm in a designer dress at a charity function, I said, “I bet you’re used to women falling at your feet.”

      I wanted to remind myself he led a different life in California. He might seem different here, but that didn’t mean he was.

      “That’s definitely not the case. I dated one woman for years, thought she was my forever, proposed, and two weeks later found out she was sleeping with my friend and partner.” His tone was flat.

      I felt bad for bringing up his ex when it was clearly so painful for him, but it was nice to hear he was capable of commitment. It made him more attractive, not less. “I’m sorry.”

      “People said it was good I found out before I married her but—”

      “It still hurts.”

      “It doesn’t lessen the sting of betrayal.”

      “Were you more betrayed by her or your partner?” I moved from my small couch to my bedroom so I could lay back on the bed.

      “That’s a good question.” He was quiet for a few seconds as if he was thinking. “We met as roommates in college. We worked together to create the software, build the company. We had no plans of stopping or selling. After, I wanted nothing to do with either of them, so I got out. I’m sure you know all of that.”

      “I didn’t until Dylan mentioned it.” I wanted to say I wasn’t one to search online for dirt but I had looked him up.

      “I’m not a celebrity by any means, but the breakup felt public. I couldn’t get away from it, the publicity, the questions, my ex-fiancée and her new boyfriend’s relationship.”

      “So, you moved here.”

      “I did. I used a local realtor, Juliana Breslin, to purchase a few buildings in the area months before, thinking I’d eventually come back because Julian and Declan lived here. I didn’t think it would be so soon.” His tone was full of regret. “Now I’m wishing I’d come back sooner so that I’d had more time with Julian.”

      I wanted to ask if his fiancée hadn’t cheated on him would he have moved back to care for his nephew. I didn’t. It was too personal.

      “I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this.”

      “I’m easy to talk to,” I teased.

      “You are. I’m not sure why that is.”

      Was he saying he liked me? I was quiet, not sure what to say. I’d called for a professional reason, but it quickly turned personal. I liked it but the idea that he wanted more or was expecting me to say something sent panic rising through me. “I’d better go. It’s late.”

      He was quiet at my abrupt change in conversation.

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “’Night, Avery.” Was the last thing he said before I hung up.

      I stared at the phone for a few seconds wondering what just happened. I was drawn to him too. Despite my initial impression of him, I liked him. I wanted to get to know him, but I wasn’t ready for anything that would disrupt my life.

      I rarely went out or tried new things. I dated occasionally but nothing serious since law school. I wanted the comfort of the sameness, the predictability of a routine.

      Ever since I started the firm, I’d been thrown out of my comfort zone. I had to meet new clients, work closely on Kids Speak. I didn’t mind if I could stay behind the scenes, but Dylan kept pushing me to do more.

      Then there was Griffin. He challenged me. He pushed every one of my buttons. He wasn’t routine. He wasn’t comfortable. He was new and exciting. Everything I avoided. So, why did his words settle deep into my conscience, making me want more, things I shouldn’t want?

      From the beginning, my emotions were intensified around him. If I allowed myself to give into this attraction, it would be a slippery slope of feelings I didn’t need in my life.
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      All week, the memory of that Friday night call with Avery played on repeat in my head. She was unlike anyone I’d ever met. Women usually threw themselves at me when they found out I’d started my own successful company. It was one of the reasons I think I’d held on so tightly to Lorelai when I found her. She hadn’t seemed to care about my success.

      After the public breakup and the media reporting the sale of the business for millions, it was worse. Suddenly, I was a bachelor.

      Avery didn’t need to know it was no big deal for me to call in a favor and get signed sports memorabilia. Advocating for the organization didn’t come naturally to her but her rambling explanation about the fundraiser was endearing. It prompted me to ask if she was asking me on a date. I liked her flustered.

      I hadn’t expected her to agree. Maybe she thought of the date as a thank you for helping with the silent auction. For me, it was more.

      I wanted to go to get to know Avery. I had no business starting a relationship after my last one failed so miserably, but I wanted to be around her.

      I wanted to know why Avery claimed she was so reserved and awkward when she was the opposite with me. Maybe she was right. I brought it out in her. That intrigued me even more.

      I tugged on my bow tie, taking a deep breath before entering. Charity functions were a regular occurrence in my old life, but this was the first time I’d gone to one since I’d moved. Entering the large room with panoramic windows showcasing the Annapolis Harbor, I scanned the room for Avery. Music came from a string quartet in the corner adding to the ambiance.

      She had to be at the fundraiser early to set up, so I said I’d meet her. Not seeing her, I stepped to the side, when a hand curled around my elbow.

      “Hey.” Avery’s voice was soft.

      I looked down at her, my body flooded with warmth. Her face was tilted up at me, her hair half up and the rest curled around her bare shoulders. My gaze leisurely traveled down, taking in her sparkling black dress and heels. “You look beautiful.”

      Compared to the suits she usually wore, her current look was soft, seductive, her blue eyes somehow more prominent. It would have been easy to let my eyes drift down again, but I kept them on her face.

      Her eyes widened as if surprised by my compliment. “Thank you. You look handsome yourself.”

      I wore the tux I’d bought years ago for an occasion like this. I was accustomed to these kinds of events even though I hadn’t been to one without my ex. As beautiful as Lorelai was, she had a glossy almost perfect look, whereas, Avery was real. Emotion simmered in her eyes, whether it was anger, uncertainty, or defiance. There was nothing fake or contrived about her.

      Avery’s eyes darted around the room as if she couldn’t settle on one single thing.

      I wondered if she was anxious. She’d mentioned not liking events like this. I resolved to make her feel more comfortable.

      She drew in a sharp breath before finally looking up at me. “Do you want to walk around, see the items up for the silent auction?”

      “Sure. I’d love to see how everything came together.” We’d talked on the phone a few times over the past week to get the items for the auction. I normally would pawn something like that off to an assistant, but I didn’t have one here. Instead, I used it as an excuse to maintain contact with her.

      She’d kept things professional since our Friday night phone call. I hoped to break through her emotional defenses tonight. I let her lead me to a side room where people were milling about checking out the items.

      “I can’t thank you enough for doing this.”

      “I spoke to the front office about it. It’s not like I called the athletes personally.”

      She smiled. “However, you did it, thank you.”

      I stood taller, rolling my shoulders back at her praise. We walked around the room scanning the items, tickets for a cruise to Bermuda, signed footballs and jerseys, season tickets. I paused at one that offered a date with one of Baltimore’s football players. That wasn’t one of the auction items I’d discussed with Avery. “What’s this?”

      Avery looked away as if she was embarrassed. “That was Dylan’s idea. She called the contact you gave her and spun her magic.”

      “Did you bid on it?” The question was out of my mouth before I thought about how it looked to her. Was it a good idea to show how much it would bother me if she won a blind date with a professional football player?

      Before my eyes scanned down the list of bidders, she placed a hand on her chest. “Me? No. Definitely not.”

      I relaxed slightly. “You don’t want to date an athlete?”

      “First of all, it’s not a real date. It’s more of a publicity stunt to raise money.” She was rambling again, her cheeks pink, her hand tightened around my arm.

      The desire I felt for her coiled tight in my stomach. I wanted to find out if she was as attracted to me as I was to her. “Good to know one date with me doesn’t have you bidding on other options.”

      She glanced up at me, her expression shy. “Thank you for making this happen.”

      She’d already said that. She was deflecting. Every time I tried to get close, she’d change the subject, push me away, removing herself from a potentially intimate moment. “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?” Her eyes shifted to the side then back to me.

      “Why do you push me away when we get close?” I kept my voice low.

      She shook her head slowly as if trying to figure out why I was asking. “I don’t. That’s not what’s happening.”

      “Isn’t it? Every time I get too personal, you change the subject.” I held my body still, waiting for her response.

      She licked her lips. “I told you I’m awkward in public. This is no different.”

      “No. It’s not awkwardness.” I remembered our conversation in her conference room, when she’d revealed a little of her family but stopped short of telling me why she’d sympathized with my situation. Or when I’d mentioned being drawn to her, she’d immediately gotten off the phone.

      I touched her cheek, wanting to ground her in this moment, stopping her escape mentally and emotionally. She looked up at me, her eyes wide and uncertain.

      I made her uncomfortable. I hoped it was a good sign, that whatever she was feeling was different, maybe more then she’d felt for anyone else.

      “Avery? Thank God. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Dylan appeared next to us, her gaze pausing on my hand on Avery’s face. “I’m sorry if I’m interrupting something—”

      Avery smiled tightly, taking a step back. “You’re not. What can I help with?”

      “If you’re sure? I could use your help with the silent auction.”

      “Of course. I’ll find you in a bit, Griffin.” She walked away without meeting my eyes.

      Was Avery not into me or was she fighting it? I hoped for the latter but wanted to know why she was fighting it. What was it she didn’t like? Was it that I cared for my nephew? It wasn’t something I’d thought about before. After Lorelai betrayed me, I hadn’t thought I’d be interested in dating anyone for a long time. I’d never contemplated dating when I had a child to consider.

      “You’re the one behind all of this?” A blond man stopped in front of me, tugging on his collar.

      “I helped.” He clearly knew me, but I hadn’t met him.

      He held his hand out to me. “Cade Morrison. I’m with Hadley. Kids Speak is her thing.”

      “Griffin Locke.”

      “I’m not going to pretend I don’t know who you are.”

      “My life has been public. I went to a lot of these events when I lived in California.”

      “Thanks for helping the women with this. They are worried about Kids Speak being a success here.”

      I’d researched the organization after I saw the pictures in their conference room. From everything I’d read, it was a success in New Orleans, a well-respected, well-run organization. “I’m sure it will be. Anything worth doing takes time.”

      “I think so too. I run my own nonprofit. Did Avery tell you?”

      I tensed, worried he’d hit me up for a donation. “She mentioned something.”

      “Morrison Rebuilds. We renovate homes to make them handicapped accessible. Dylan’s helping to raise funds so that I’m not personally covering as much of the costs.”

      “Dylan seems to have a knack for getting people to do what she wants.” Although in this case, I was happy Avery asked me to help with the silent auction. I was here, getting to know her better.

      Cade shook his head. “She does. That’s why I appreciate her help. I don’t like handling the financial side of things.”

      “That’s great.” It was nice not to be asked to back the program. No one led me to the donation table or asked me to pledge money.

      Cade pointed at the bar. “Want to get a drink? I don’t think the women will need us much tonight.”

      “Sure.” I followed him to the bar.

      I asked for a beer, scanning the room as I leaned against the bar top. When I found Avery, she was talking animatedly to Hadley, her hands flying in time with her mouth. I liked her like this, confident in herself.

      “Avery doesn’t like these things, does she?” I asked before taking a sip of the beer on tap.

      “You know, Hadley mentioned something about her not wanting to come. I think Dylan convinced her.”

      The room was full of people mingling by the items up for auction, reading the captions below the Kids Speak pictures outlining the success of the program. “Everything looks great.”

      “Hadley was worried it would collapse without her dad’s backing. Dylan and Avery were adamant she could do it.”

      “Tell me more about Morrison Rebuilds.” I was so used to being needed for my money, my name, the fact that these people didn’t, was glaringly obvious. I liked it. Maybe I’d have some friends here after all.

      Cade and I talked about his nonprofit and his contracting business. I told him about my experience with backing various charities. After Damon and Lorelai’s betrayal, it would be a bad idea to get financially involved with either nonprofit, but I could offer advice.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” A blond man stepped next to Cade.

      “You just getting here?” Cade asked him.

      “Yeah, stayed late on the job.” The man’s eyes shifted to me.

      “Griffin, this is my brother Nolan. Nolan, this is Griffin Locke.”

      I held out my hand to him. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nolan’s my partner at Morrison Rebuilds.”

      Before I could respond, Hadley slid between me and Cade. “Oh good. You met.”

      Cade put his hand on her lower back. “We have to stick together at these events. I’m happy to have someone to talk to.”

      “Hey.” Avery stood facing us, her eyes uncertain.

      “Did you want something to drink?” I moved closer to her, wanting to remind her we were here together.

      Hadley twirled to face the bar, her finger up in the air to call the bartender. “We need to celebrate. One glass of champagne before I announce the winners of the silent auction.”

      Avery stood a foot away from me, not claiming me as her date. I should have been disappointed, I was so used to women hanging on my arm, sidling up to me, whether they were officially my date or not. Avery was different. I had to pursue her, convince her to take a shot with me. Each time we talked either in her conference room or over the phone, she impressed me with her kind words and concern for Declan and me. She gave me little bits of herself but held back. Everything she revealed made me want to know more.

      I kept my eyes on Avery while Hadley asked for two glasses of champagne, handing one to Avery.

      Dylan approached. “Where’s mine?”

      “One more,” Hadley asked the bartender. When all three were holding glasses, Hadley lifted hers. “Thank you for supporting me, for going out of your comfort zones to make tonight happen. To Kids Speak.”

      “To Arrington, Gannon & Winters,” Dylan said.

      The women clinked glasses, taking long sips.

      My eyes lowered to Avery’s pink lips, the bubbles clinging to hers. I wanted to lick her lips, tasting the sweet drink. Our eyes met. I wanted to place my hands on her hips pulling her into my body. I lifted my head, scanning the room for the string quartet I’d seen earlier. The dance floor now had several couples moving in time to the music.

      “Would you like to dance?” I asked her, the only way I could think to get my hands on her.

      Dylan nudged her toward me.

      “Sure.” Avery’s eyes darted from Dylan to me before she took a small step closer to me.

      I placed my hand on her back, guiding her.

      We stopped on the dance floor, she turned to face me, her expression uncertain. “We don’t have to dance. You know, if you were asking to be polite.”

      I tilted my head a little surprised she was giving me an out. Was it low self-esteem or another effort to push me away? “Why would I ask you to dance to be polite?”

      “Isn’t it expected that your date dance with you?” Avery looked perplexed, her brow furrowed, her nose adorably wrinkled.

      I chuckled. This woman, sexy, intriguing, and completely clueless. I pulled her into my body, her hand in mine, the other on her hip. I didn’t feel any panties under my fingers which made me think she was commando under her dress. I loved having her close, but I shifted so there was some space between us so she wouldn’t feel how much I liked it.

      I lowered my head until my mouth was by her ear. “Have you not dated a lot or do I make you nervous?”

      She shivered as my words coasted over her ear. I wanted to dip my head and place a kiss on her bare shoulder, but I resisted.

      “It’s not you. Situations like these make me nervous in general. I told you that.” Her head tilted up, raw honesty in her eyes.

      I appreciated she didn’t try and deflect. I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, wanting to see if it was as silky as it looked. “You did but I didn’t believe you.”

      “Well, it’s true. I’m an awkward date.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” Nervous maybe, but not awkward. “Why do you think that?”

      She rolled her eyes before resting her gaze on my shirt. “I was alone a lot as a kid. I didn’t have a lot of friends. I’ve always felt clueless in social situations, like people are judging me.”

      “You didn’t go to homecoming, prom, play sports?” She was so beautiful, every admission tugged at me, making me want to hear more. I couldn’t imagine another guy hadn’t seen the same thing I did even in high school when most boys are clueless.

      She chuckled without humor, shaking her head. “No. Definitely not.”

      “Why?” I held my breath, hoping she’d let me in, tell me what held her back, made her erect walls.

      “I was an awkward, shy teenager, too afraid to go out for a sport. Worried everyone would make fun of me for trying. I wasn’t exactly coordinated.”

      “Did someone make fun of you?” This conversation reminded me of when we were talking about Julian being bullied. She’d acted like she knew what I was talking about. I couldn’t imagine anyone hassling her, but the implication raised every one of my protective instincts.

      She cleared her throat. “I asked you here as a thank you for your help. You’re my client. We can’t date.”

      My eyes narrowed on her. “There you go again.”

      “What are you talking about?” Her eyes sparked with irritation.

      “You change the subject whenever things get personal.”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “I do not. I told you how I was alone as a kid. My parents worked a lot.”

      That was one detail she’d given me. It wasn’t much. It wasn’t the reason she was the way she was. It wasn’t like she was awkward. Maybe nervous or anxious, but not truly awkward. She wasn’t saying stupid things or embarrassing herself. “I don’t think it’s as bad as you think.”

      She smiled sadly. “It doesn’t matter. After tonight I’ll go back to my apartment, read the rest of my book.”

      For the first time all night, her shoulders relaxed, her eyes softened, her lips tugged into a smile.

      “You like to read?” I cataloged every morsel she gave me, saving it for later. Eventually I’d have enough to paint a picture of her—Avery’s reality—the one she worked so hard to hide.

      “I do. I love living vicariously through characters. I can do things, go places, I couldn’t otherwise.”

      I loved reading before bed too. It was something Lorelai hadn’t appreciated. She preferred to watch TV or talk. She wanted my attention. One more reason we weren’t compatible in the end.

      “Can you really not do things, or do you think you can’t do things?” I was trying to get to the truth, but it felt like I was talking in circles. It must be how an attorney felt when they were questioning a witness on the stand.

      “I don’t think I understand the question.”

      “I think you know exactly what I’m talking about. You’re a smart woman.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You’re an attorney. You’re avoiding my original question. Why do you think you’re not the strong, confident, amazing woman that I’ve seen?”

      She smiled but looked away as if she had to separate herself from my words. “You’re sweet but—”

      “But what? There’s some other authority on this that I know nothing about?” I lowered my voice.

      Her lips twitched. “Possibly.”

      I pulled her closer so that her head was tucked under my chin, her cheek resting on my chest. Holding her felt right, settled some of the restlessness I’d experienced since Julian died. “I want to know everything about you, Avery. I want to show you that you’re wrong about yourself.”

      I couldn’t see her face, but she was probably thinking I didn’t have the skills to get to the bottom of what was going on, but I knew I affected her more than anyone else, and I bet no one else had ever tried to figure her out. She thought she wasn’t worth getting to know, but she was.

      She stopped dancing, pulling back to look at my face. “What do you stand to get out of this?”

      Did she think I just wanted to get into her pants? “A friend and maybe something more.”

      “What if I don’t want something more?”

      “I think you do.” My comment was cocky, calculated, to bring out her feisty side. When I challenged her, she responded instinctually. She wasn’t overcome with worries or negative thoughts about herself.

      “I won’t fall at your feet like those society types you date.”

      I liked that she’d looked me up. She was curious about me. “Lorelai wasn’t a society type. We met in college. She was my lab partner in freshman biology. She was around from the beginning.”

      “Lorelai, your business partner, and you were all friends in college?”

      “Yes.” My tone was bitter. It shouldn’t still hurt. Lorelai had done me a favor. I returned home in time to spend time with Julian before he died.

      “Wow. I’m sorry about what they did to you.”

      I wanted to clear the air. “I’m over it. It was more than six months ago. I’m happier living here with the time to figure out what I want to do with my life.”

      At this point, we’d danced to a couple of songs. I’d expected her to pull away after the first but she seemed completely engrossed in our conversation, in us.

      “That’s good. I’m glad you’re happy.”

      Guilt hit me that I’d momentarily forgotten the reason I was here, that I’d admitted to being happier. “I’m not happy about the circumstances. I’m grateful I could be here for Declan.”

      “Do you plan to stay?” Her back stiffened, indicating she cared.

      “I don’t know yet.” I liked she was concerned I might leave. It meant I affected her. Avery intrigued me, I was starting to make friends and a home here, but my parents could help out more with Declan than I could. I wasn’t a father but I couldn’t discount that he didn’t want to leave and I was supposed to be avoiding any big changes.

      “It might not be something you were prepared for, but maybe it’s what’s best for Declan.”

      I stilled. Her confidence in me spread warmth through my body. “You haven’t met him, and you barely know me.”

      “I think I’m starting to. Any boy would be lucky to have you in his corner. His mother hasn’t returned, has she?”

      “No. I had her investigated when Julian died. She goes from one guy to the next, moving around constantly. The investigator thought she looked for rich guys, ones who owned businesses, who could provide for her.”

      “She never looked back. It’s like Declan means nothing to her, but everything to you. You’re worried you aren’t good enough for him, but that’s what makes a great father.”

      A tingle ran down my spine. Was this a clue about her? “How is your relationship with your family? All you’ve said is that they weren’t home a lot.”

      Avery sighed. “Their architectural firm is everything to them. My brother was so much older I didn’t know him. He’s been gone as long as I can remember. He plans to re-up his Navy contract for another thirteen years, so that probably won’t change.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Yeah, we’re essentially only children.”

      “He’s never tried to reach out as an adult?”

      Her face was smooth as if it didn’t bother her. “No. His life is busy. He has a child. He’s a pilot.”

      “Are your parents proud of him?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Honestly, I don’t think they’re proud of either of us. It’s hard to tell. They never said good job, or we’re proud of you. They made it known when they disapproved of whatever I was doing.”

      “We were lucky. We had both parents, a roof over our head.”

      I didn’t point out that her brother was sent away. She told the story of her brother and parents with cold indifference as if it happened to someone else, but it happened to her. She was the victim in her own story and had no idea.

      My heart ached for the child she was, how she doubted herself.

      The song ended, I led her from the dance floor, grabbing two more champagne glasses from a server’s tray before finding a vacant table in the corner. I didn’t want any interruptions for this conversation.

      We settled into adjacent seats. I scooted my chair so I was facing her, my legs bracketing hers. “You know about my last relationship, what about yours?”

      Her shoulders lowered. “I dated a guy in law school, but it didn’t work out.”

      “How long did you date?”

      “One year.”

      “You dated for a year and it wasn’t serious? Why did you break up?” I leaned closer.

      She took a sip of her wine, licking her lips. “It’s embarrassing, a cliché really. I dated my professor.”

      That surprised me. Avery didn’t strike me as someone who’d date her professor. She seemed like a rule follower.

      “Someone reported our relationship. When that happened, he denied the relationship, said I’d come onto him numerous times and he’d rejected my advances. It was humiliating.”

      I covered her hand with mine wanting to comfort her while at the same time my muscles taut with fury over what her ex had done. “I’m sorry that happened to you. Did you confront him?”

      “I did. He had to protect himself. I understood that, but he didn’t have to throw me under the bus, ruin my reputation with the other professors and students. It got heated. He said he wouldn’t want a relationship with me. I was cold and worse.” Her eyes were flat, her shoulders lowered as if it wasn’t the first time she’d heard that.

      I’d only known her for a short while, but I couldn’t imagine anyone calling her cold. She protected herself, but that was understandable given her background.

      “Did you love him?” I kept my voice neutral. I didn’t want her to think I was judging her. I suspected she’d had enough of that over the years.

      “I thought I did at the time, but I was wrong. Were you in love with Lorelai?”

      I thought so, but I was wrong or she wasn’t the person I thought she was. It was a complicated question with no easy answer. “We started off dating in college, it fell into an easy pattern, studying in our dorm rooms, parties on the weekends, walking to and from class together. She quickly became the first and last person I thought of when I woke and when I went to sleep. Our last year of college, we planned a future together. We were real with each other, comfortable. I loved her. I’m not sure she was the same person by the time she was sleeping with Damon.”

      Her brow arched. “Do you still believe in love?”

      “Yes. I do. I think we met young and we changed into different people. I just wish she’d told me that before she did what she did. Do you?”

      “I believe in being happy and content with myself. If a guy comes along, then great, but I haven’t met anyone like that. Someone worth putting myself out there for.”

      Her words sent a sharp stabbing pain through my heart. She didn’t know what love was because she’d never felt it from her parents or brother. The one time she opened herself up to someone, he hurt her. She’d encased her heart with barriers so that no one could penetrate. She didn’t let anyone in. “You’re content being by yourself.”

      “I’ve never been obsessed with anyone. I would think that’s what love is, like you said, wanting to be with them all the time. Forgoing your passions for someone else’s.”

      “Not exactly.” She’d simplified it and forgotten the most important part. “When you’re in love, you’ll want to do things to make the other person happy, but your partner will want to keep what makes you happy too. You blend your lives together. It takes effort and commitment. It doesn’t always work out.” It wasn’t always passionate, rip your clothes off sex, other times it was a comfortable intimacy, something I missed.

      “I hope it works out for you. You seem like a nice guy who’s had some shitty things happen to him lately.”

      Her words were nice, yet distancing at the same time. She was a master of turning things back on me, making me forget what I wanted to know. “Have you ever given anyone a chance?”

      “I just told you I dated someone for a year. You know how that turned out. How is that not a chance?” Her voice was brittle as if that experience had hardened her.

      “You might have been with him physically, but were you present mentally and emotionally?”

      “I’d like to think I was.” She looked away as if she was unable to meet my eyes, telling me I was close to the truth.

      I gentled my voice wanting to reach her, wanting her to let me in, hoping I wasn’t making a mistake suggesting she’d closed herself off to the possibility of love, closeness. “I think you don’t know how to do that. Your parents were cold, you said you spent your childhood alone. Maybe you don’t know how to let someone in. You expect to be kept at a distance, so that’s what you do with other people.”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I should have kept it to myself. It might have been the truth, and I tried to soften it, but I should have waited, taken my time to break through her barriers.

      She leaned back, her eyes shuttered.
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      His words cut through me, slicing through my carefully woven armor. How did this man I barely knew think he knew anything about me? I stood, smoothing the skirt of my dress. “I better go see if Hadley needs me.”

      He stood, grabbing my hand. “I’m sorry. I was out of line.”

      He was, but it didn’t matter. I stood tall, tugging my hand from his. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      The familiar cold wrapped around my heart, encasing it, protecting it. No one would be able to cut me down or lessen my place in the world. Never again.

      I walked several steps away before he touched my back, stopping me in my tracks. “Don’t run away. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t.” My words were carefully measured, controlled.

      “I think I did and I’m sorry about that. Will you forgive me? Will you give me another chance?”

      I turned slightly toward him. “You’re forgiven. We’re good.”

      He gave me a sad smile that did more to break through the ice than any of his sweet words.

      “I better find Hadley.” If I gave into this attraction to Griffin, he’d demand more than my exes had. He wants all of me, my fears, my hopes, my dreams, my love. I wasn’t capable of that.

      I found Hadley and Dylan by the silent auction items, gathering the bids, compiling the data, noting the winners.

      “Are you ready to make the announcement?” Dylan asked Hadley.

      “I am.”

      “Sorry I wasn’t around more to help.” If I’d been more focused on the auction, I wouldn’t have been alone with Griffin. He wouldn’t have said those words that rung clear in my head, like a church bell on a cold crisp day.

      “You looked like you were having a deep conversation with Griffin. We didn’t want to interrupt. Plus, we can handle tallying some numbers. No big deal,” Dylan said.

      I wanted to argue. I wanted to say we weren’t having a meaningful discussion but I didn’t want to call more attention to whatever was going on between us. When had I ever been at a party, able to block out everything around me? Griffin broke through my anxiety, making me focus on him, and nothing else.

      My reaction to him confused me which meant it was a bad idea to spend time with him. My eyes caught his across the room as he stood next to Cade. His eyes were shrewd, knowing. He knew I was retreating.

      “Let’s do this.”

      We walked to the podium together. Our plan was to stand together, Hadley giving a speech, thanking everyone for coming, updating them on her progress in Annapolis, then announcing the winners. As I stood next to Dylan, it was apparent that we’d had a great turnout. I recognized a few members of the press that had shown up to events for Morrison Rebuilds. There were even some school board members and the state superintendent.

      It was encouraging. I was proud to stand next to these women working toward this goal of getting this program into every school. For once in my life, I was doing something that wasn’t solely for myself.

      My eyes snagged Griffin’s knowing ones. He thought he’d figured me out, but he had no idea. I never doubted my capacity to love. I was afraid—afraid my feelings wouldn’t be returned, that I’d be alone in a relationship. I’d rather be on my own than living with someone but in an empty relationship. That’s how I felt living with my parents.

      That was something he couldn’t understand. He had a loving family, he took care of his nephew. He’d had love before he lost it. What was the point of searching for something you’d never experienced, you’d never have?

      When he ducked out of the fundraiser early, I told myself it was for the best. He had a nephew to care for and I had my firm and Kids Speak. He’d broken through my defenses, made me feel things I’d kept tapped down for years, but I wouldn’t let him in. I’d been burned too many times.
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      I’d had to leave the fundraiser early because Declan had gotten scared at Ian’s house, and wanted to come home. I’d texted my apologies to Avery because she was at the podium with Hadley and Dylan. It wasn’t how I wanted the night to end. I wanted to talk to her again.

      Last night was enlightening. I’d made progress with Avery then taken ten steps back. She was a hard one to get to know, resisting me at every turn. It made me want to break through her barriers even more.

      Every step with her would require strategic planning like playing a chess game. Each move, countermove carefully considered before engaging. I hope I wouldn’t regret my decision to play.

      I flipped the pancakes on the griddle, my back to Declan who spun on the barstool, the base creaking with each turn. “You’re going to break that chair.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.” I took the first stack of pancakes, placing them on the island between us.

      Declan immediately piled some on his plate, pouring syrup over them. He took a big bite. “These are so good. Thank you, Uncle Griff.”

      He was the only one who called me by a nickname. I secretly loved it. It was something we shared. “I’m glad you like them.”

      I could provide a home, food, and an education for him, but I wasn’t sure if I could provide much more. I loved him. He was my nephew, but shouldn’t he have more? A mother, grandparents, extended family? Here, it was just me. Even though he was in a similar situation with Julian, it was different because he was his father.

      “What do you have on tap for today?” I asked him.

      “Video games?” His voice was hopeful.

      “After your chores are done. Fold and put away your clothes and clean your room.”

      “Fine.” He stuffed more pancakes into his mouth.

      He was adjusting okay. He had moments where he was sad and I knew he was thinking about his father. He never asked about his mother. I wasn’t sure what Julian told him, but her absence probably told him everything he needed to know.

      I never thought I’d be content with a leisurely Sunday, no plans other than feeding and entertaining an eight-year-old, but I was.

      “We could go to the park.” It would get him away from the TV for a while. It was one of the things I’d changed my stance on since becoming a father figure. I was no longer the cool uncle who came over to play video games. Instead, I worried about things like how much screen time was too much.

      “We could play soccer or throw a ball around, ride bikes?” Declan grinned widely.

      “That sounds good. Let’s ride bikes.” Declan had one when I moved in, but I’d had to purchase one. We’d ridden quite a few times since.

      “Eat. Do your chores, then we can go.”

      He nodded with a mouthful of pancakes.

      I wondered what Avery was up to. What things did she fill her solitary time with? Did she get up early and work out or stay in bed reading? Or was she drinking coffee, thinking about last night?

      Lorelai was always on the go, shopping or brunch with girlfriends, exercise classes, art gallery openings. There was always something to do. Declan made me realize I liked quiet, slow mornings and physical outdoor activities.

      Had anything I said to Avery penetrated? For a moment, I wondered if I’d scared her off for good. I had to push her out of her comfort zone, or she’d never give me a chance. I had to be different than those other guys. I had to be honest and real with her.

      Like I’d told Cade last night, anything worth doing, took work. Getting to know the real Avery was worth whatever it took. I didn’t delude myself into thinking I’d be successful, but I’d sure enjoy trying because something about her called to me. Whether it was that moment in her conference room when she selflessly offered to help me after I’d been an ass to her or our second meeting when she described her family, her childhood, I wanted to show her things could be different even when I was stuck in a holding pattern.

      I had this home with Declan, enough money in the bank to never work again, but I was lost as to what I should be doing.

      Declan finished eating, heading up to his room to do his chores. I cleaned the counters, the griddle, and went upstairs to pull on workout shorts and a T-shirt. I looked forward to spending time with Declan, being someone he could count on. It was nothing I’d ever expected, yet I liked it. I loved him. Things were good and thinking of last night they could be even better.

      I wanted to be the one who brought happiness to Avery’s life, to erase whatever brought her pain in the past, giving her hope for her future, whether it was with me or someone else.

      I loaded the bikes onto the bike rack on the back of my SUV. In California, I wore suits, worked all day and night. Here, we planned activities outside as much as possible—biking, fishing, and swimming. We tried new things every week.

      Declan came running out of the house, he’d grown out his short dark hair so that it hung over his eyes. Wearing his hair like this reminded me of Julian as a kid.

      “You ready? Chores done?”

      “Yes.”

      I wanted to get on the road before it got too hot, so I didn’t check on his progress. I’d do that later before I allowed him to play video games.

      “Where are we going?” Declan asked, sliding into the passenger seat.

      “I thought we’d park along the Baltimore Annapolis rail trail and take it down to Annapolis, get some lunch.”

      “Okay.”

      Thankfully Declan was an active kid. I could help with schoolwork and teach him to code, it was the other stuff I was worried about. Was he struggling with the death of his father? Did he want to know where his mother was? I figured I’d take it one day at a time, handle any questions with his counselor as they were raised.

      “How are things at school?” I looked at him in the rearview mirror.

      “Fine.”

      “You like it?”

      “I like seeing my friends.”

      When I asked him questions, he usually didn’t say much. Stories from his day usually popped up later when he was more talkative. I wanted to ask how he was holding up, but I didn’t. If it was too much he’d tell me, right? The counselor at school would mention if he was struggling, his grades falling. I made a mental note to contact the school counselor to check in.

      We parked in a lot used for the trail, only a couple of miles from Annapolis. I unhooked the bikes, we strapped on our helmets, biking toward Annapolis.

      We stopped after a mile to drink some water. I felt invigorated being outside doing something physical. Declan seemed to be holding up fine, he had a boundless amount of energy.

      “I like doing stuff like this with you.”

      I enjoyed spending quality time with him too. I worried that eventually the memories of his father would be replaced. “Yeah?”

      “Dad didn’t go bike riding.” His tone was wistful.

      I didn’t want to compete with his dad. I wanted to create new experiences and memories. “He was probably busy with work and school. I’m not working right now, so I have plenty of time to spend with you.”

      His forehead wrinkled, probably considering what I’d said. “Maybe.”

      “Your father loved you. He wanted the best for you.” Julian refused all of my offers to help him out financially when his ex left. I’d started a college fund for him years ago, but Julian didn’t know about it.

      “It sucks.” He looked at the ground, probably to hide his tears.

      I carefully schooled my features so he wouldn’t see how his display of emotion affected me. I cleared my throat, laying a hand on his shoulder. “It does. I’m sorry your father died. I’m sorry you’re going through this, but we’re in this together.”

      He looked up at me, his eyes shiny with tears, his tone pleading. “You’re not going to leave me, are you?”

      “Why would you think that?” Guilt swirled through me that I’d ever considered it.

      “You asked if I wanted to move to Florida.”

      My heart clenched at the idea he thought I’d leave him with his grandparents because I had considered that even if the idea didn’t hold any appeal now. “Remember I asked if you wanted to move to be closer to them, not to move in with them. I wanted them to be part of your life too.”

      His brow furrowed. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “I won’t make any decisions without discussing it with you first. It’s you and me from now on.” Telling him he was mine wasn’t part of my plan today, but it felt right to make that clear. If we moved, it would be together, and it would be because both of us wanted to.

      Declan nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer.

      I threw my leg over the bike. “Let’s ride. I’m getting hungry.”

      Declan was my responsibility now. I wasn’t sure at first if I could handle parenting, but I was doing it. I wasn’t any different than other parents who questioned their ability from time to time, The thought of Declan living with someone else at this point was unimaginable.

      We rode our bikes down the trail into Annapolis toward the marketplace, hoping to grab a sandwich and eat it by the water. I loved my hometown. It was busy at times with tourists or when there was a boat or art show, but it was quaint, filled with good restaurants, stores, and historical buildings. We locked our bikes, entering the marketplace, which had been renovated since the last time I was home.

      We grabbed sandwiches and drinks to walk to the harbor. It was a Saturday, so the area was bustling with families and tourists. We ate quickly, hungry from the bike ride.

      “Did you want to see anything else while we’re here?” I considered the crowd of people by the harbor which seemed to increase as we sat, wondering where we could go that would be quieter.

      Declan shook his head. “Not really.”

      I tried to think of something he’d be interested in seeing. I wasn’t ready to go back to the house. He’d want to play video games as soon as we were back. “Have you toured the Naval Academy?”

      “No.” His eyes lit up with interest.

      I checked the time. “If we get there soon, we might be able to see roll call. Before lunch, midshipmen gather in their uniforms for roll call, playing the fight song before they march into the dining hall.”

      “Okay.” Declan gathered up our trash, throwing it into a nearby can.

      “It’s close enough to walk from here. We’ll get our bikes on the way back.” I made sure our bikes were locked before we walked the few streets over to the side gate for campus. Tourists milled about, taking pictures of the buildings before heading into the visitor’s center.

      I checked my phone for details on roll call. “It’s supposed to start at noon in front of Bancroft Hall.”

      We found a spot we’d be able to see once it started. What age would Declan think a Saturday morning bike ride was a waste of his time or a visit to the Naval Academy boring? It would probably be soon. I’d need to soak up these moments with him.

      Each day I spent with him, the closer we got. His worries about me leaving him this morning solidified my decision to be his guardian. I couldn’t let him down.

      The midshipmen began to assemble into a formation. Declan read from a brochure we’d picked up by the visitor’s center, “It says there’re four thousand students.”

      “Wow.” I scanned the crowd as the battalions called roll, then the music started. My gaze snagged on a woman with long dark hair similar to Avery’s. I wanted to see her so badly I’d conjured her here.

      The woman appeared to be alone, standing off to the side. Unable to see her face, I turned my attention to the midshipmen. Once roll was completed, the song finished, they marched into the hall.

      “What did you think?” I asked as the crowd around us began to dissipate.

      “It was neat.”

      The highest compliment I’d get from a kid. “Did you want to see anything else or should we head back home?”

      “Griffin?” a woman’s voice asked.

      My pulse quickened when I turned to find Avery standing in a yellow sundress and flip-flops, sunglasses perched on her head, her brow raised in question.

      “I thought that was you.”

      “You saw me?” She tilted her head slightly to consider me, the dark hair around her face making her blue eyes stand out.

      My fingers itched to reach for her, pull her close like I had on the dance floor. “I didn’t see your face, but I thought it looked like your hair.”

      Admitting I’d noticed her hair or that the sight of long hair immediately made me think of her was telling. Something told me I’d need to be up front with her or she’d ignore any signs that I was interested in her.

      “What are you doing here?” Her gaze rested on Declan, who was watching her with interest.

      “I thought Declan might like to see the roll call. Declan, this is my attorney, Avery Arrington.”

      “Nice to meet you, Declan.” Avery smiled.

      “Hi.” Declan shook her outstretched hand.

      I loved that she treated him as a person.

      Avery’s gaze moved from Declan to me. “My brother, Mason, attended the Naval Academy. I went to his graduation but didn’t get a chance to explore campus.”

      “Does your brother fly planes?” Declan asked, sounding impressed.

      Avery smiled as if she’d known he’d be interested. “Fighter jets, actually. When he’s deployed, he lives on an aircraft carrier, practicing flying, dropping missiles.”

      “That’s so cool.” Declan’s voice raised in excitement.

      “Do you think you might like to fly one day?” Avery asked him.

      “I would.” Declan glanced at me as if to gauge my reaction.

      “You can do whatever you put your mind to,” I assured him.

      “If you decide you’d like to come here, I’ll talk to my brother, see if he can tell you whatever you’d like to know.”

      Was she just being polite? I thought she’d said she wasn’t close to her brother.

      “Does he live here?” Declan asked.

      “No. He’s based out of Norfolk.” Avery fell silent.

      “Hey, can I go look at the statue?” Declan pointed at the one in front of Bancroft Hall.

      The crowd had dissipated so I could keep an eye on him. “Yes.”

      “Did you mean it about your brother talking to him?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I think he’d love to talk to another child who has the same passion as him. He’s always been adamant that the Academy saved him.” A shadow passed over her face then she added, “Apparently the mother of his child left. He’ll be deploying soon and needs my parents to watch him.”

      “That’s rough. Were they married?”

      “No. They’d divorced a year or so after Everett was born.”

      “I know you’re not close but why didn’t Mason consider you as a possibility to watch his son?” I wanted to know this answer for selfish reasons. I wanted to know if she’s said no, if she didn’t like children.

      She bit her lip. “I barely know Everett. That’s partially my fault, I suppose. I didn’t try to get to know him. I didn’t visit because Everett lived with his mother, Darlene, most of the time, and I don’t know her. Mason only has every other weekend visitation when he’s not deployed.”

      She paused as if deep in thought, so I waited her out, watching Declan circle the statue, then stopping to talk animatedly to another child.

      “Maybe I should change that.” She bit her lip as if the thought worried her.

      I turned my attention to her, happy she was interested in making a connection with her brother and nephew. “I think that’s a good idea.”

      “You do?”

      “It’s never too late to make the effort. I’m so grateful I moved back even if it was only a month before Julian died.”

      Her face softened. “That’s true.”

      I wanted to know more about her, what shaped her, what influenced her. “Did you grow up in Virginia?”

      Her gaze was trained on Declan. “Yeah, in Virginia Beach. I met Dylan in law school in Baltimore, got a job, and stayed.”

      “You didn’t want to go back?” I watched her to see her reaction.

      Her face pinched. “There wasn’t anything for me there. This is my home now.”

      The sun filtered through the leaves, patches of sunlight on her hair, and face. “I’m glad we ran into you.”

      “You are?” Her face lifted to mine.

      “Yeah. We can walk around together.” I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to spend more time with Avery.

      Her gaze drifted to Declan, then back to me. “Okay.”

      Her expression was soft.

      I wanted to see her like this more often. As much as I liked the feisty side of her, I liked this soft and sweet side more.

      She gestured at the building the midshipmen marched into, then to the chapel. “You already know this is Bancroft Hall. We can’t go inside while they’re eating, but the brochure says we can tour the chapel as long as there aren’t any weddings or services going on.”

      “That would be great.”

      I approached Declan. “Hey, buddy. Want to check out the church?”

      Declan dropped the stick he’d picked up to play with, brushing his hands off on his shorts. “Sure.”

      “We can’t stay too long. I don’t want him to be too tired to bike back,” I whispered to Avery so Declan couldn’t hear.

      “No problem. We can see the church, then maybe check out the visitor center. He might like the model planes.”

      Declan perked up. “Model planes?”

      “Yeah, but let’s see the church first, okay?” I told him.

      Declan nodded in agreement.

      We walked across the manicured gardens of the quad to the church. It was an imposing stone building covered with a green dome.

      “It doesn’t look like there’s a wedding today.” The large black doors were propped open, inviting us inside.

      We walked up the steps inside the building. Large stained glass windows lined the walls, depicting what looked to be various Naval stories, the walls curved into a dome in the ceiling.

      “It seats twenty-five-hundred people and the organ is the largest in the world,” Avery continued to read from the brochure.

      “Neat.” Declan walked ahead of us.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I think I have only a few more years of him being interested in things like this before teenage boredom takes over.”

      “That’s probably true. Are you enjoying being with him?” We’d stopped at the front of the church.

      “I am. I’m enjoying getting to know him better. The reasons I’m here suck though.” I kept one eye on Declan who was respectfully taking in the grandeur of everything, and another on Avery. I was proud that Declan was the kind of kid I could trust to be out of reach and not cause any trouble.

      “You’re doing a great job with him.” Her lips curved into a smile.

      “I think the credit goes to Julian in this case. I’m glad I ran into you.” I wanted to reach out and touch a strand of her hair like I had at the fundraiser, but my words sat in the air between us.

      “You are?” She tilted her head back to look at my face.

      “Yeah, I like to see you like this, relaxed, happy.” I placed my hands in my pockets to stop my compulsion to touch her, rocking back on my heels.

      She grimaced. “I can be a little uptight at work.”

      Declan started walking back down the aisle toward the exit, so we followed.

      I bumped her shoulder playfully with my arm. “I’m intense when I’m working too.”

      We walked to the visitor’s center where Declan ran from one exhibit to another, talking me into a model plane from the gift shop. I didn’t usually enjoy museums, but I stopped at each exhibit pointing out interesting facts to Avery. I enjoyed her company. I didn’t want our visit to end.

      “I’m starving,” Declan said as we exited campus.

      “I have snacks in my bike pack but we’d better head back for dinner.” I allowed my voice to fill with regret.

      “Where did you park your bikes?” Avery paused on the sidewalk outside the Naval gate.

      “At the marketplace.” I was curious where she lived. If she’d driven or walked.

      “I can walk with you. I’m going in that direction.”

      I smiled, hoping she’d agreed to walk with us because she wanted to spend more time with us. We walked side-by-side, Declan ahead of us. “Where do you live?”

      “The old firehouse. I live in the apartment above it.”

      “I know the one.” It was a tiny historic building with a red door. Only one engine must have fit in there.

      “Cool! You live in a firehouse? Is there a pole?” Declan called over his shoulder.

      Avery laughed. “Yeah, no. It’s been renovated, so it’s just a regular apartment. I have a little balcony with a tiny table and chairs. It’s nice.”

      I wanted to say it sounded cute like her but I couldn’t, not with Declan watching us.

      We continued in silence, enjoying each other’s company, or at least I hoped she was enjoying being in mine. That she wouldn’t decide a man with a child to care for was a complication she didn’t want.

      The crowd thickened the closer we got to the marketplace. I slowed my steps, reluctant to part ways. Stopping in front of our bikes, I said, “Thanks for spending the afternoon with us.”

      “It was a nice surprise. If I hadn’t run into you, I would have toured it by myself.”

      Normally, I wouldn’t have thought anything of that statement, but it made her sound lonely. It made me think she was grateful she’d run into us. “If there’s anything else you want to see, we’d be happy to go with you. When I lived here, I didn’t appreciate everything that’s here to see.”

      Her eyes met mine as she smiled. “That would be nice. I’ve made a point to visit a new place each weekend.”

      I hoped that meant she’d consider inviting us next time.

      “Uncle Griff, I want to work on the plane.”

      “That’s my cue. We’d better get going.” I winked at her before unlocking our bikes.

      “It was nice to meet you, Declan. I can’t wait to see your plane when it’s done.” Her cheeks turned pink as if she hadn’t meant to add that last part.

      Declan smiled. “It’s going to be awesome. You’ll see.”

      I loved when Declan smiled easily. When Julian first died, it was rare to see him smile at all, later it was forced. Maybe it would be a good excuse to invite her over. “We’ll have you over for dinner to show it off when we’re done.”

      Her brow raised. “Yeah, okay, that sounds good.”

      “Bye, Avery. Enjoy the rest of your weekend.”

      “You too.” She waved at Declan before turning and walking in the opposite direction of where we were headed.

      Declan fastened his helmet under his chin. “Who is she? You work with her?”

      “Kind of. She’s helping me with some legal stuff. Her office is below my apartment.” I unlocked my bike, put on my helmet, then paused to watch Avery. A second later, her yellow dress disappeared down a side street.

      “Do you still live there?” His tone was uncertain.

      “My furniture is still there. I should probably move it to storage, rent the apartment to someone else.” I couldn’t see us living together in an apartment. It was too small and there wasn’t a yard, but the house we lived in was full of Julian’s furniture. I’d donated items like clothes and shoes, but wasn’t sure what to do about the rest of it.

      “You should bring your stuff to our house.”

      I liked how he said our house. “I don’t know if it will fit.”

      “I can make room.”

      I was touched by his innocence. We’ll just make room. “That sounds great.”

      We biked home in silence, allowing my mind to drift to what it would be like to date Avery. Spend weekends exploring Annapolis, maybe even biking the rail trail to D.C. Would she be open to biking, or did she prefer to walk?

      I knew next to nothing about her personal life other than she lived downtown and was an attorney. What did she like to do in her spare time other than read? I wanted to draw her out, show her what she was missing.

      My stomach tightened with anticipation as a plan formed. I’d invite her to dinner one night this week to see Declan’s plane. Then I’d ask if we could join her next weekend when she played tourist.

      I’d ease her into us until being with us was the most natural thing in the world.
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      Walking back to my tiny empty apartment, I was happier than I’d been in a while, but at the same time, loneliness swirled in my gut.

      Was Griffin right at the fundraiser? Anytime things got too personal I backed off, changed the subject, stopped returning calls and texts. Is that why my life felt so barren? What if I was honest with Griffin that being around him felt good?

      The sight of my firehouse apartment usually brought a smile to my face. The tan bricks with white trim, red antique garage door, the steep stairs to my sanctuary. It was a small one-bedroom with an open concept kitchen and living room. It was small, quaint, and all mine. I’d never wanted more than a space to call my own and a job I was proud of.

      My life, my apartment, hadn’t seemed as empty before. Spending a few hours with Griffin and Declan make me feel part of something. He made me hope for things I was afraid to want in the past.

      I opened the slider to the balcony, sitting in my wrought-iron chair, watching couples walking hand in hand, enjoying the beautiful day and the scenery. My apartment was in the historic area of Annapolis, but a few streets away from downtown. After unexpectedly spending the day with Griffin and Declan my heart ached. I wanted that connection with someone, a friendship, a relationship, maybe even love.

      After my ex dumped me in such a public way denying our relationship, I’d vowed not to let myself fall for anyone again. The realization that I could very easily fall for Griffin shook me and at the same time, excited me.

      Griffin and Declan lost a father and a brother. They deserved someone who was kind and caring, who could sympathize with their loss. If what my exes said was true, I was cold. The truth hurt but I suspected not as much as opening myself up to someone else. What if Griffin moved to live with his parents in Florida? What if I opened myself up to him, and he didn’t like me, or he still thought I was cold? What if I was incapable of anything more?
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week I did what I did best. I shut out the insecurities, the questions, the desire for a life different than mine. I told myself to be content with what I had, what I always wanted.

      How many times had my parents said life was about hard work and accomplishing your goals? They’d viewed success as how much money was in their bank account at the end of the day because they’d grown up poor.

      When my phone lit up with a text from Griffin on Thursday my hands trembled as I read it.

      Griffin: Declan finished the plane. He asked if you could come see it.

      I smiled, my heart squeezing as I reread the words. How could I say no to that?

      Griffin: Can you come to dinner tonight?

      Dinner meant intimacy and connection. It meant getting closer to Griffin and Declan. I bit my lip, I could keep myself at a distance. Stop by, compliment Declan on his hard work, eat, and leave.

      Avery: Okay. Should I bring anything?

      I panicked as soon as I pushed send. I couldn’t cook. I could pick up a bottle of wine, but which one would he like? Was it inappropriate to bring wine when he lived with a child? Socializing was so stressful.

      “Hey, want to go out for a drink tonight?” Dylan plopped into the guest chair across from me.

      “I can’t. I just agreed to go over to Griffin’s for dinner.” My voice shook with nerves.

      Dylan’s eyes widened in surprise. “Griffin Locke? Our landlord? Your client?”

      “Yes to all three.”

      “That’s exciting. What’s going on between you?”

      “Nothing. Nothing is going on.” Should I tell her I ran into him at the Naval Academy and we spent the afternoon together? Or would she read something into it there wasn’t.

      Dylan raised her eyebrows. “You guys were pretty close on Saturday night.”

      I bit my lip. “He wanted to talk.”

      She raised her brow as if waiting for me to elaborate.

      “That’s it. He needed someone to talk to.” I insinuated he was having a rough time and needed to talk to someone, when the opposite was true. It seemed like he wanted to get to know me.

      Dylan’s eyes softened. “So, you’re helping him?”

      My cheeks heated. I’d opened up to Hadley and she hadn’t judged me. I’d been friends with Dylan longer. I trusted her. “Kind of. He invited me to dinner tonight. What should I bring?”

      She leaned closer, her expression serious. “He invited you to dinner at his house or a restaurant? I need details.”

      “To his house. His nephew made this model plane and wants to show it to me. It’s not a big deal.”

      “You’re close with his nephew? This is a big deal.”

      I shook my head. “Definitely not. Declan wanted to show me something, that’s all.”

      Her dubious look told me she didn’t believe me.

      “I offered to bring something. I’m waiting to hear back from him.” I didn’t have time to waste if I wanted to go home, shower, and have enough time to pick up something to bring with me.

      She sighed. “Sometimes I think you’re a little socially repressed.”

      Internally, I rolled my eyes. It was hard to be social when you were an outsider in high school, always on the outside looking in, longing for something you couldn’t be part of. Then spending hours after school home alone. When my phone dinged, I lowered my head to see the screen.

      Griffin: Just bring yourself.

      The smile appeared before I could stop it. Short, sweet, and exactly what I needed to hear, even if I was probably misinterpreting it. I was enough by myself.

      “What? What did he say?” She snatched the phone out of my hands before I could react.

      “This is what has you smiling?” She lifted the phone so the screen was facing me.

      “It’s nothing. I have to get ready for dinner.” I started packing up my files for court the next morning, cleaning off my desk.

      “I’m sorry, Avery. I didn’t mean to pry. You haven’t dated anyone seriously since Wes in law school.”

      “I never should have told you that.” She’d arrived at my apartment to study right after my ex confronted me about the school’s investigation into our relationship. When I asked him if we could put our relationship on hold until I graduated, his words why would I want to be with a cold bitch still rang in my head.

      Her face softened, a mixture of regret and sadness. “I told you to forget him and what he said, but you haven’t.”

      “Wes wasn’t the only one who said that.” The knot in my stomach twisted. I hated telling anyone these things.

      Dylan smiled sadly, her tone kind. “I’d say who cares what those guys think except I think you do.”

      “They didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. I’m not a bitch, but I am—”

      “Closed off, but do you have a reason to be?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You do, don’t you? It’s your parents. They never showed up for graduation or congratulated you. They only expressed disappointment when you failed the bar exam.”

      “They had a lot to say about that.” I hadn’t worked hard enough. I was an embarrassment. What would they tell their employees and so-called friends?

      “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but I hope you aren’t letting your parents and what an ex said affect what could be happening between you and Griffin.”

      “Nothing can happen between Griffin and me. I’m his tenant and his attorney.”

      “None of that matters if you like him. We can take his case and the firm is his tenant, not you.”

      “He could move to Florida to live with his parents. He could go back to California. He’s not permanent.”

      “Maybe he’d stay if he had a reason to.”

      “That’s a big if. We aren’t dating, we aren’t anything. I ran into him while I was out exploring on Saturday and we spent some time together. His nephew just wants to show me a model plane.”

      Dylan’s lips tugged into a smile. “Go to dinner and see what happens.”

      “Is it that simple?” Could I go to his house, live in the moment, and see what happens?

      “You like him?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know. All I know is he has this effect on me. I forget all of my worries and insecurities when I’m with him. I’m not as awkward.” Dylan knew all about my internal struggle with social events. She’d tried and failed many times to get me to go to law school socials.

      Dylan’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “Will you give him a chance?”

      “I’ll try. What if what those guys said is true? Won’t he say the same thing when I can’t open up?”

      “All you can do is be honest and try. Maybe he already knows this is hard for you. The right guy will give you time, will help you come out of your shell.”

      “Maybe.” I pressed my lips together, wondering if I could take the leap with Griffin. There was more at risk than just our relationship, there was Declan to consider, and he was my landlord. What if things went badly and he kicked the firm out at the end of the lease?

      “Let me know how it goes.” She stood to leave.

      I gathered my things, heading home to shower and change. I got in my seldom-used car driving to the address he’d texted while I was talking to Dylan. The closer I got to his development, the more nervous I was. Tonight was different. It was dinner at his home. Declan was here, but it was more intimate than our other encounters. It showed he trusted me.

      I parked at the curb outside his house. The lights were on, a black SUV in the driveway. I took a few steadying breaths before I got out, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference, not with the level of anxiety I was feeling. I knocked on his door, wondering if I’d made a mistake in coming.

      He opened the door, his T-shirt tight on his chest and biceps, his jeans soft and worn, his feet bare. “Come in.”

      I stepped inside, brushing his body with my bare shoulder, sending tingles down my arm, my stomach flip-flopping.

      I placed my purse on a bench by the door, not able to look him in the eye, afraid to see if he was as affected by our barely-there touch as I was.

      “Declan is excited to show you his plane.”

      “Yeah?” I smiled, looking directly at him for the first time. His blues sparkled as if he found me amusing.

      “Is she here?” Declan came thundering down the stairs, stopping in front of us. “Oh good. Want to come up?”

      “Sure. I’d love to.” The butterflies in my stomach eased.

      “I’ll check on the food. You go on,” Griffin said to me.

      “Okay.” I followed Declan up the stairs, cognizant this was the home he’d grown up in with his father, reminding me that he’d suffered a tremendous loss.

      His room was the first on the right, a boy’s room, with blue walls, toys, and Legos scattered on every surface.

      “You like Legos?”

      “Oh yeah. This is my police station, the fire station—” He described each set he’d made, before showing me the model plane on his desk.

      I had no experience with kids, but it seemed easy to connect with Declan. Show interest in what he was excited about, essentially the opposite of what my parents had done. “This is great. Did you make it all by yourself?”

      “Uncle Griff helped.”

      The idea that Griffin sat next to him, reading the instructions, locating each tiny piece, patiently placing each block touched something deep inside me. My parents never helped us with homework, much less a craft or hobby.

      Griffin went bike riding with him, took him to tour the Naval Academy, and helped him with his model plane when he wasn’t his dad.

      “How are you guys doing?” Griffin’s voice came from the doorway.

      I cleared my throat to hide the emotion that simmered just below the surface, thinking about Griffin and what he’d done for Declan. “Declan was just showing me all of his Legos and the plane.”

      “He loves Legos. He’ll talk your ear off if you let him.”

      I smiled. “I don’t mind.”

      Griffin studied me as if gauging the veracity of my statement.

      “I like hearing about it.” I shifted on my feet, positive Griffin could see everything there was to know about me.

      “Dinner’s ready if you want to come down.” Griffin addressed both of us, his gaze steady on mine.

      Declan ran past us.

      “Thank you for humoring him. He’s never had a mother figure in his life. I’m sure he misses his dad.” His voice was filled with gratitude and admiration.

      “Of course.” My heart ached for Declan, his mother abandoned him, and his father died. He’d gone through so much at a young age.

      I tore my gaze from his as I walked past him, when Griffin’s hand settled on my shoulder, the warmth of his fingers seeping into my skin, stopping my movement. I looked into his blue eyes while his thumb moved back and forth as if he was soothing me. It was hypnotizing.

      “Thank you.”

      I smiled, the movement forced. “I did what anyone would do.” The lie hung in the air between us.

      “You know that’s not true.”

      A tingle of awareness ran down my spine.

      “Don’t hide from me.”

      I wanted to argue with him but I couldn’t. I had no business getting in deeper with these two. They needed someone who could understand what they were going through. I’d never experienced any kind of loss. How would I feel if something happened to my parents? “I don’t know how to do this.”

      “Be here. Be yourself. Do exactly what you were doing with Declan before I came up here, making you retreat.”

      “What if being myself isn’t the right thing? What if I don’t even know who I am?” The question I didn’t ask was what if there’s nothing underneath my outer shell. I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      “I won’t hurt you. You can be yourself with me.” His voice was so gentle, so soothing, I swayed on my feet toward him.

      He squeezed my shoulder before taking a step back, releasing me. Clearing his throat, he said, “I’d better supervise or he’ll eat everything I made for dinner.”

      I smiled, my lips felt brittle. I thought he might wrap his arms around me, hug me. The old longing for physical touch—the one I’d felt as a child wanting my mother’s hug was back stronger than ever.

      He turned to leave without another word.

      It felt as if he dismissed me, as if he didn’t want me, or maybe I was too sensitive. I took a second to gather the pieces of myself that had spun away during that conversation. Every moment we spent together, he dug deeper, he demanded more of me.
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      I sent Declan to wash his hands before pulling the chicken and potatoes out of the oven where they’d been warming, I thought about the look on Avery’s face when I stepped back from her a minute ago. Her expression was raw, a mixture of yearning, longing, and desire. I could easily have pulled her into my arms, comforting her, but I didn’t.

      I freaked out at the last second, thinking I needed to be careful because of Lorelai, but she was nothing like her. I was touched Avery was so patient with Declan, listening to him ramble on about his Lego creations. She wasn’t being polite, she was genuinely interested.

      I wanted her to trust me. I wanted her to talk to me. I ran my fingers through my hair. What was I doing? Declan didn’t need someone in his life who could bolt at any minute. He had enough of that with his mother, and through no fault of his own, his father. He needed something sure and steady. He had me and my parents. That would have to be enough for now.

      I had to be careful with anyone I brought around Declan. I brought Avery here to get to know her better, to stop her from retreating from us, but doubts and insecurities crept in. How would I ever fully trust a woman again after what happened with Lorelai?

      Even though we’d been together for so long, I hadn’t known her at all. I didn’t know she was capable of cheating on me with a friend. How do I know that Avery was being honest with her feelings? I thought I could read her but was I projecting things on her that weren’t true? In the end, would she protect herself before letting anyone else in?

      “Do you need help?” Avery’s voice startled me.

      I recovered quickly, gesturing at the place settings on the island. “You can set the table if you want.”

      I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t let her see what I was feeling. That I’d been confident when I invited her here, but now I doubted everything. Her ability to remain loyal to us. My ability to love again.

      “Okay.” She set each place carefully as if thinking of something she wanted to say. “I’m sorry if me coming here is awkward. I’m not good at this.”

      Her tone was so vulnerable, I couldn’t resist going to her. Checking to make sure Declan was still in the bathroom washing his hands, I closed the distance between us, removing the plate from her hand, placing it on the table. I touched her shoulders, shifting her to face me.

      “Thank you for coming. I want you here.”

      Her eyes were filled with uncertainty. “You’re welcome.”

      Lowering my voice, I said, “I’m going to do what I should have done upstairs.”

      I pulled her into my arms, tucking her into me, her curves against me felt right. She was stiff until her arms came around me. The moment she gave in, her muscles loosened and she let out a long slow breath. I closed my eyes, rubbing my hand up and down her back, sighing as she sank further into me. She was starved for affection. I wanted to be the one who gave her what she needed. I kissed her temple, enjoying the feel of her in my arms, her warmth, her soft curves, her.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled into my chest.

      “I’m starving.” Avery jumped back from me at the sound of Declan’s voice. Her face was soft, her eyes warm.

      I’d need to move slowly with her, gain her trust. I couldn’t let my past dictate my moves because pulling back would hurt her. Avery had a tough exterior but underneath she was soft and warm-hearted. She was exactly what we needed.

      “Yeah, buddy. It’s ready.” I rubbed my hand down her arm before plating the rosemary chicken, potatoes, and carrots.

      Declan sat, immediately digging into his food.

      “Can you wait for everyone to be seated before you start?” I asked Declan.

      Declan paused. “Sorry.”

      I turned to Avery. “Can I get you something to drink? A seltzer, beer, water?”

      “A seltzer’s fine.” She placed a napkin on her lap.

      I grabbed one from the fridge, pulling the tab, and filling a glass with ice, before setting them down in front of her.

      When we were all seated, I nodded at Declan.

      He dug back into his food.

      “He said he was hungry,” Avery said, her voice filled with amusement.

      “Boys are always hungry. I remember what it was like when Julian and I were growing up.”

      Declan paused, his expression hesitant. “Could you tell me a story?”

      “Sure. Let me think of a good one.” I took a few bites of food, swallowing before drinking water to wash it down. It was the first time Declan asked about his father when we were younger. I sifted through memories trying to find one that he’d find interesting. “We spent our summers exploring our property which had woods and a creek. We loved to trap bugs in jars, we tried to catch fish with our hands.”

      Declan’s eyes were full of awe. “You didn’t have a fishing rod?”

      “Not until we were older and my parents thought we were ready for one. Your grandfather gave in when we came home with a fish speared on a stick.”

      Avery covered her mouth to hide her smile. “I can just imagine what his reaction was.”

      “He was surprised, to say the least. We were relentless. We didn’t take no for an answer. If they said we couldn’t do it, we found a way to prove we could. Plus, we had all this time on our hands. We didn’t watch TV or play video games, we were outside all day long.”

      “It sounds wonderful.” Avery had stopped eating, listening to me speak.

      “It was.” The memory of Julian and me as kids hit me hard. Sometimes it was still hard to believe he was gone, that he wasn’t going to walk in the door, announcing his arrival in a loud, boisterous voice.

      “May I be excused?” Declan asked.

      I observed him for any sign of the pain I was feeling, but he seemed genuinely pleased with the story. “Sure, buddy. Remember to clear your dish.”

      He nodded, taking his dish to the sink.

      “What was your childhood like?” I asked when Declan headed to his room.

      Hers was full of uncertainty. “My childhood was nothing like yours. Why do you want to know the details?”

      “There’s something about you that pulls me, that makes me want to get to know you.”

      She sighed, placing her fork down. “We didn’t live in a neighborhood, so I couldn’t walk to a friend’s house.”

      “It must have been hard to make friends then.”

      Avery smiled sadly. “It was. I was home alone a lot. When my parents were home, I’d ask for them to play a card game, a board game, something, but they were usually too tired or busy.”

      As sad as her childhood sounded, I was happy she’d felt comfortable to tell me. “Did you have friends?”

      “Not once I got to middle school. Kids can be mean.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      I remembered how she reacted when I mentioned Julian had been bullied. I hoped she hadn’t experienced that. “Were they mean to you?”

      I held my breath, hoping she’d answer this time.

      “I blocked that time in my life out.” Her gaze fell to the table between us.

      I didn’t think she had. “Did your parents do anything about it?”

      “They told me if I ignored them they would stop.” She sipped her seltzer.

      “Did they?” Did Avery ever get to the point where she stood up to them?

      “No. It seemed to make it worse. I eventually ate lunch in the chorus room to escape the lunchroom dynamics.”

      Unloved. She’d felt unloved by her parents and anyone who’d come into her life.

      “Did you have grandparents or an aunt, someone else you could talk to?” I wanted to fill in the blanks in my head with her history, her reality. I wanted the pieces to her puzzle.

      “No. We lived far away from extended family. It was just us.”

      “The three of you. You and your parents.”

      “I didn’t think they’d send me away like Mason, but I wasn’t sure. I stopped telling them about the bullying after a while.”

      I can’t imagine worrying that my parents would send me away or how that would have changed our relationship if they had. Julian never told me about the bullying. It wasn’t until I witnessed him being thrown against a locker that I’d known. Would Avery admit what happened now that so many years had passed? Or did it still affect her? “What did the kids say to you?”

      Her face turned red. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you. That your parents didn’t do anything to protect you.”

      She waved me off. “It was just words.”

      “Words can be more hurtful than a physical assault.”

      She turned away as if gathering the courage to continue. When she turned back, her eyes were hard, bracing herself for my reaction. “When it was happening, I’d envision myself falling through the floor, disappearing. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but that’s what I did.”

      “That makes sense. You wanted to be invisible, so they wouldn’t bother you.” Outwardly, I tried to appear calm and understanding, but inside, my muscles were tense, my stomach clenched. I hated that she went through that, that she ever felt like she was less than the amazing person she was.

      She sighed. “Don’t feel sorry for me. Things got better, or maybe I stopped caring.”

      Her words stuck in my head. I stopped caring.

      I covered her hand with mine, hoping my touch soothed her, while it eased the tension in my body. “Kids are stupid. They don’t realize how they can hurt people. The ones who hurt others have low self-esteem. They’re the ones with a problem.”

      “That’s what Hadley said.” Her gaze dropped to our joined hands.

      “You told Hadley what happened?”

      “I did, actually. Just recently. I never told anyone but my parents before that.” She pushed her empty plate away.

      “Did it help?”

      “I think so. It was nice to confide in a friend.”

      “I’m not as open as I was, not since my ex betrayed me.”

      She smiled. “We’re quite the pair.”

      Should I tell her what I was thinking? That nothing she’d said changed my mind about her, it only made me want her more. “I’d like to be.”

      “Like to be what?” She rose, carrying her dishes to the sink.

      “A pair. You and me. I’d like to try.” I followed her to the sink, coming up behind her, to take the dishes from her hands, placing them into the sink.

      She turned to face me.

      I searched her eyes for any hint she wasn’t interested. All I saw was curiosity. “Will you go out with me? Not to a fundraiser or to an event. I’ll get a sitter and we can go out, just you and me.”

      She was quiet for so long, I thought for sure she’d say no.

      My heart thudded in my ears, every muscle in my body tensed waiting for her response.

      “I’d love that,” she said softly.

      My heart soared, lighter than it had been in a long time. “Good.”

      I wanted to lean down and place a kiss on her lips, but I didn’t want Declan upstairs when I did it. I wanted it to just be her and me. Nothing to distract us.

      After we were done cleaning up, I asked, “Would you like to stay and watch a movie?”

      “I’d better not. I have court tomorrow morning. I need to review the file before I go to bed.” Her voice filled with regret.

      “Always working.”

      “I like working.”

      “Are you planning to sightsee this weekend?” This was my opportunity to show her my hometown, spending time with her when it wasn’t a pressure-filled date.

      “I have a few things I want to see. There’s a few historical buildings, a museum, the boat tour, and some outdoor plays.”

      I’d seen one of the outdoor plays with Declan. It was miserable because it was so hot. “Let’s do the boat tour.”

      “Are you sure you’d be okay with that?”

      “Because of Julian?”

      She nodded.

      “The tour boats are different than a sailboat. He was manning the boat himself, that’s what made it dangerous. I’ll be fine.”

      “Would you bring Declan?” She didn’t sound annoyed at the prospect of him joining us.

      “Yeah. He’d enjoy it. It won’t be as hot with the breeze coming off the water.” I loved that she thought to include him. If anything were to happen between us, we were a package deal.

      “Okay.”

      We’d come farther in a day than I’d hoped. She’d opened up a little, she was open to dating, to seeing where this could go. All I could hope was that she didn’t back off at some point, protecting herself but hurting me. I followed her to the door. “I’ll walk you out.”

      She didn’t argue with me as I opened the door for her to precede me. I followed her down the walk, stopping in front of her car.

      “Thanks for inviting me. I enjoyed spending time with you and Declan.” Her face was tilted up toward mine, her expression sweet and open.

      I cupped her cheek. “Thank you for coming. I enjoyed having you in my home.”

      Her eyes darkened as my lips lowered. She lifted up on tiptoes closing the distance, her soft lips meeting mine. My eyes closed and I almost groaned at the sensation. Avery in my arms, her lips on mine. She was worth every bit of effort it took to get her here. I slowly explored her lips before they parted. I slipped inside. She met me stroke for stroke, her fingers gripping my shirt, her breasts pressed against me. I wanted to be closer, with no clothes between us, but neither of us were ready for that.

      Instead, I slowed the kiss, placing a few chaste kisses on her lips before pulling back.

      Her fingers touched her lips as if she wanted to keep the feel of my lips on hers. “You’d better go, it’s getting late.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      I walked her around the car, pulling open her door. I waited while she slid inside, putting her seat belt on. “Have a good night.”

      “You too, Griffin. Tell Declan I said bye.”

      “I will.” I closed the door, stepping back, while she pulled away.

      I’d never felt anything like this. This overwhelming desire to peel back every layer, getting to the real Avery. The one she must have hidden back in middle school under the pain and later indifference. If I could go back and change that for her, I would, but I couldn’t. All I could do was make her see how amazing she was, how she shouldn’t hide.

      I walked back inside, yelling for Declan to get ready for his shower. Avery was a woman I could fall for. Remembering that kiss, how nothing else existed in that moment but the feel of her, I knew she held more power over me than Lorelai ever had.
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Avery

        

      

    

    
      Driving away from Griffin’s house, I felt different. Hope filled my chest. An emotion I hadn’t felt in relation to a person since I was a child. All of my desires had been focused on school, then later my career.

      Griffin kissed me. I hadn’t been passive about it either. I’d met him halfway. I’d drowned out all of my insecurities and doubts, putting every bit of what I was feeling into the kiss. I’d never experienced anything like it and I wanted more. More kissing, more touching, more time with him.

      I looked forward to seeing him this weekend. I enjoyed spending time with all three of us together. It felt like a family. Something I’d never experienced. I drove home, parking on the curb next to my building.

      I leisurely got ready for bed, undressing, and putting on my softest pajamas. The heat of that kiss surrounding me, relaxing me. What would it be like to be with him? No barriers. No walls. Me and him in bed, out of bed. Could I do it? Or would I get in too deep and bail physically, emotionally, or both?

      I was in unchartered territory. I’d never felt anything after a kiss other than a determination if this person was someone I could pass the time with. During this kiss, I was present in the moment. I’d noted his soft shirt under my fingers, his lips on mine, his hard thighs touching mine. I’d lost all sense of reason. I hadn’t worried what it meant or what I was doing.

      I climbed into bed, wondering if he was reading a bedtime story to Declan or was he lying in bed thinking of me? I wanted that more than anything. For once, I wanted to matter to someone. With a sickening feeling, I knew I’d have to take risks for that to happen. I’d have to be open and honest. I’d have to let myself feel.

      My phone dinged on my nightstand. I picked it up, sliding higher on my pillows to read the message.

      Griffin: You still up?

      My fingers tingled as I typed a response. Yes.

      Then my phone was ringing with an incoming video call. I smoothed my hair, making sure my nipples weren’t visible through my pajamas before I hit accept.

      “Hey.” He smiled when the video popped up on the screen.

      I couldn’t resist returning his smile. “Hi.”

      “You’re in bed.” I felt his gaze on my skin as if he were in person cataloging each detail to memorize for later.

      My skin heated. “I am. I was tired.”

      “Declan was really happy you came and took an interest in him.”

      “I like spending time with him.” I should have felt awkward and unsure around Declan. Instead, it felt natural.

      “Not everyone likes kids.”

      “I don’t have much experience with kids, but I think I know what he’s going through.” My parents hadn’t died but they also weren’t there for me. It was a different sort of grief, a realization that nothing would ever change. I’d had to deal with it, come to terms with it, and moved on, different and more jaded than before.

      His eyes were assessing.

      I shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

      “It is.” He was quiet for a few seconds as if waiting for me to argue. “I like you, Avery. I want to get to know you better.”

      I swallowed. I knew this. I wanted it but it scared me. “Me too.”

      There was vulnerability in his eyes.

      “I’m not a good bet for you.” I wasn’t ready to give him and Declan what they needed.

      His brow raised. “Why’s that?”

      “Guys want something I can’t give.” Why had I said that? It popped out without any thought.

      “What would that be?” He shifted, folding his arm behind his head before focusing on me.

      It was better to tell him the truth. I wasn’t good at this. Push him away before we got in too deep. “They said I was cold. When multiple guys tell you that, it’s probably true. I’m not good for you or Declan.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What does that mean?” Nerves swirled in my stomach. As much as I wanted to warn him, I didn’t want to end whatever was happening between us.

      “Those guys were idiots.”

      I opened my mouth to say something but paused when it registered what he’d said. “How do you know that?”

      “I think they never tried to understand you or get to know you. They allowed things to be surface level.”

      “You think you know me.” The words came out incredulous, as if knowing me wasn’t a possibility.

      “You’ve opened up a little. I’m getting a better picture.” His words were cautious as he ran fingers through his hair. “Like I said earlier, I like you.”

      “We’re not a good idea.” I don’t know why I was throwing up road block after road block, hurdle after hurdle, but I had to know if he was serious or if he’d get tired and walk away.

      “I think you’re the best idea I’ve had.” His eyes were steady and sure on mine.

      “How can you possibly know that?” Frustration crept into my voice as hope filled my chest.

      “The best things in life require the most effort. Things between us might not be easy but I think it will be worth it.”

      I was worth getting to know. It was hard to believe. Hard to accept. Anyone who’d delved beneath the surface was disappointed. They found me lacking. What if he didn’t like what he found?

      “I know what you’re thinking. I’m going to dispel every doubt, smooth out any worries.”

      “You’re so confident.” His words, his confidence, set my pulse spiking. I liked he was so adamant he’d be successful.

      He looked away from the camera. “Before things went down with my ex I was confident. I made business decisions without worrying about the consequences because my instincts were good and I trusted them. I don’t know how I missed what was going on under my nose, but I did.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      His gaze focused on me. “Just like your reluctance to let people in isn’t your fault.”

      At the same time, I didn’t want to open up to anyone, to lay myself bare to be made fun of, ridiculed. My skin wasn’t thick enough. I wouldn’t survive if Griffin’s lips turned from a smile to a sneer.

      I closed my eyes imagining him calling me a cold bitch, but I couldn’t see him saying that. Instead, I felt his firm touch as he whispered sweet words in my ear as goose bumps erupted over my skin. Was it a mistake to assume he was different than the rest?

      “Avery. Stop listening to those voices in your head. They’re not yours.”

      My eyes opened, the feeling of being stripped down before him intensified. “How do you know what I’m doing?”

      “I can guess. You’re wondering if I’m real, if I’m different than the others, if you can trust me. You want to, but it’s hard.”

      I swallowed, tears pricking my eyes. When was the last time I’d cried? Not since that asshole in high school said he’d go out with me as a joke, when I was the laughingstock of the school. I’d vowed never to be unguarded with someone else. Admitting you liked someone, was the ultimate vulnerability. Could I do that with Griffin? Could I give him a little of what he’d given me? “I like you too.”

      My voice was quiet. I wasn’t sure he heard me.

      “Was that so hard?” His voice was gentle, full of understanding, not ridicule.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “It was actually.”

      “I get that. I hope the more we spend time together, the easier it gets. I want to enjoy this thing between us. It doesn’t have to be this scary thing.”

      “Okay. I want to trust you.” I swallowed down the doubts, the insecurities, the what-ifs.

      “That means a lot to me, Avery. I don’t take that lightly.”

      The way he said it, his voice low and gentle, sparked something in my heart. It was like an ember left over from a fire, burning small, but left to its devices would feed on the air, growing bigger, burning brighter. “I like when you say my name.”

      He smiled as if I’d given him a gift.

      I was quiet for a few seconds, reveling in my admissions, hope blooming in my chest.

      “I’d better go to bed. Declan gets up early.” Griffin’s eyes filled with regret as if he wanted to talk longer.

      “I’m glad you called. I’m happy we had this conversation.” Now that I’d taken that first step, it was like the dam had broken, my thoughts and feelings fell unhindered from my lips.

      “Me too. ‘Night, Avery.”

      “‘Night.” I clicked end on my screen before clutching the phone to my chest, sliding under my covers, hoping I hadn’t made a mistake. Griffin Locke would be the end of me one way or the other. He’d break down every wall until he got to my gooey inside.

      I didn’t want to think about the alternative that he was like all the rest. He’d take until he used every admission to destroy me or he’d walk away after telling me I wasn’t enough.

      I rolled onto my side, the phone still clutched to my chest. “I want to trust you, Griffin Locke. Don’t let me down.”
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        * * *

      

      After my conversation with Griffin, I drifted through the next day. Usually, I’d be dissecting everything I’d said, berating myself for being too open. Instead, I chose to focus on his words. He liked me. He wanted to get to know me.

      “Are you coming to our weekly roundup in the conference room?” Hadley asked, popping her head into my office.

      Startled out of my thoughts, I glanced at the computer’s clock. It was already six p.m. “Yeah, sorry. I lost track of time.”

      “Is that because you’re thinking of a certain someone?” She wiggled her brows. “Griffin Locke.”

      I stood, my lips tugging into a smile as I gathered my notepad and pen. “Maybe.”

      I preceded her to the conference room where Dylan was already seated, her laptop open in front of her.

      “Tell me everything.” Hadley plopped into a seat at the table before turning her attention to me.

      I sat, an overwhelming desire to talk to someone coursed through me as I struggled to find the right words. “There’s not much to tell. I ran into him last weekend, then he invited me to dinner last night to see the model plane Declan made.”

      Her brow raised. “So, you’re saying nothing happened.”

      “Declan was there.” My cheeks heated, my fingers fidgeted with my notepad and pen.

      Dylan’s gaze rose from her screen, settling on me. “Something definitely happened. Did he kiss you?”

      I nodded slightly, worried about revealing too much even though I’d known Dylan a long time and I’d already told Hadley my deepest shame and she hadn’t thought less of me or wondered if the bullies in high school were right.

      Hadley rubbed her hands together. “I knew it.”

      “It was just a kiss. Then he called me when I got home to talk.”

      “What did he say?” Hadley leaned in closer.

      Dylan shoved her laptop to the side.

      “He said he liked me and wanted to get to know me better. The usual things people say to each other.” I tried to pass it off as if it wasn’t a big deal when it was groundbreaking for me. No one had ever claimed to want to know me with such determination. It felt good.

      “No. This is a big deal,” Hadley said, glancing at Dylan to gauge her reaction. “What did you say?”

      “I said I liked him too. We’re seeing each other tomorrow. It’s not a date since Declan will be there.” But I was excited anyway.

      “He’s smart.” Dylan smiled.

      “Why do you say that?” I tilted my head to the side.

      Dylan’s smile widened. “He’s going slowly with you, including Declan, so you feel safe with him. You’ll start falling for him before he takes you on an official date.”

      A shiver ran down my spine at her words. She was right. I was falling for him. Opening up to him was an indication of that. It was scary and thrilling.

      “How was the kiss?” Hadley asked.

      Earth-shattering. Groundbreaking. What words could I use to describe it that would give that moment justice except cheesy girl-talk ones? The kind of talk I’d always secretly sneered at. I never allowed myself to be open like that. Until now.

      “Wow, that good?” Hadley exchanged a knowing look with Dylan.

      “I didn’t even say anything.”

      “You didn’t have to. It was written all over your face,” Hadley said softly. “Are you scared?”

      I closed my eyes briefly as if to hide the truth before I opened them, deciding to be more honest than I’d been with anyone. “Terrified. He could hurt me.”

      I shook my head at my stupidity. I never allowed myself to be in this position. At someone else’s mercy.

      “Or it could be an amazing adult relationship where you fall in love,” Dylan said.

      In all my worries, that wasn’t one of them. Getting hurt, being vulnerable, but not falling in love. I hadn’t even considered that.

      “Anyway, I think what’s happening with Griffin is great. Don’t be afraid to put yourself out there,” Hadley said.

      “It’s so hard.”

      “It will be at first. Then it will get easier. It will be worth it. I promise,” Hadley said.

      “I hope you’re right because the alternative—” Allowing myself to be defenseless wasn’t an option. I wouldn’t survive it again.

      “I am. I love Cade. Everything we went through to get to where we are now was worth it,” Hadley said.

      “I hope so.” I wanted what she had with Cade. I wanted someone who’d be there for me, but how did you accomplish that when you’d never had it? The voice in my head told me I didn’t deserve it. If my parents didn’t love me, if Wes didn’t have any feelings for me after a year of dating, then how could someone else?

      “Back to why we’re here, ladies. Avery, how many new clients did we get this week?” Dylan asked.

      I refocused on the spreadsheet I’d printed with the new clients, pushing out any thoughts of Griffin.
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      I waited by the harbor, the brick-lined deck quiet this early in the morning. Most people were probably at one of the many restaurants for brunch on a Saturday. I was early to meet Griffin and Declan, so I sat on a bench by the water, lifting my chin to enjoy the breeze in my hair, the sun on my skin.

      How often did I take the time to just be? Not worried about something I said or did, but to be content in the moment? I felt settled, instead of restless.

      “Avery?” Griffin’s questioning voice came from behind me. I turned to find him.

      I looked past him. “Where’s Declan?”

      “He’s by the boat. He wanted to read the tour’s brochure.”

      I followed his gaze to where Declan stood talking to what looked like the captain of the boat. “He’s not shy, huh?”

      He shook his head, chuckling. “Not at all.”

      He was dressed the part of a local in his white polo, khaki shorts, and Sperrys. I wanted to reach out and touch the scruff on his chin. He was so handsome and he was here to see me. It was hard to believe. He knew me better than anyone I’d ever dated, but he was here.

      “How are you this morning?” His steady gaze sent tingles across my skin, my heart racing.

      I cleared my throat to hide how he affected me. “I’m good. How about you?”

      He sat next to me. “I’m better now that I’m here.”

      I had to forcibly remove my gaze from his to dissolve the intimate moment. “It’s a beautiful day.”

      “It’s beautiful because I’m here with you.”

      My face heated at the compliment. From anyone else, I would have dismissed his comment as cheesy, but from him, it was sincere. “You’re a charmer, aren’t you?”

      He laughed softly. “I think it only comes out with you.”

      “I like it.” I liked his attention, his warm eyes on mine. Warmth spread through me as he held out his hand to me.

      “Ready to board the boat? I think it’s time.”

      Sure enough, Declan stood by the boat gesturing to us. I placed my hand in his larger one, noting the calluses on his hands that hinted he spent time doing something other than office work. Did he have a hobby I didn’t know about or were his calluses from riding bikes and the outdoor activities he did with Declan?

      When we reached Declan, he was practically bouncing on his toes. “Come on. Hurry up.”

      “I don’t think the boat will leave without us,” Griffin said dryly.

      We walked to the small line that formed to board.

      “Are you excited about the boat ride?” I smiled at Declan. I was a little worried it would bring back bad memories of his father even though a touring boat wasn’t the same as a sailboat.

      “I am.” Declan turned his attention to the moving line.

      “I’m glad I suggested it then,” I said to Griffin.

      “He loves boats, planes, and trains.” Griffin gazed down at me with affection.

      I was content with the warmth of the morning sun on our faces, Griffin’s hand in mine, and Declan by our sides. Being with them felt natural. I wouldn’t screw this day up with my insecurities or worries about not being right for Griffin. I’d enjoy the day. Catalog it for a time when I was alone and could enjoy sifting through the memories like a photo album.

      We handed the worker our printed tickets, walking up the ramp.

      “Top or bottom deck?” Griffin asked Declan.

      Declan rolled his eyes. “Top of course.”

      “It will be hotter up there but fewer people,” Griffin said.

      I followed Declan up the steps, conscious that Griffin was behind me, possibly watching my hips sway in my dress. When we reached the top, a slight breeze lifted my hair as we wandered to the railing to watch everyone else board.

      I leaned a hip on the railing with Declan next to me. Griffin stood slightly behind me, bracing an arm on the railing. His warmth surrounded me.

      Instead of feeling trapped, I felt protected, cared for.

      He leaned down to speak softly in my ear, “Have you taken the tour before?”

      I shook my head slightly, my hair catching in the scruff on his chin. I shivered thinking about how his scruff would feel on the sensitive part of my neck if he touched his lips there. “I’ve only watched it leave. I like sitting here by the harbor.”

      His hand settled on my hip and I swayed toward him until my back rested on his chest, warmth and contentment radiating through my body. “Why haven’t you taken the tour?”

      “I felt weird about doing it alone.” I’d watched people board, waving to those of us on land, before the horn honked, and pulled away. It was full of families and couples. I never thought I’d be close enough to anyone to enjoy an outing like this.

      “Anytime you need a partner to do something, you can call us.” He kissed my cheek.

      My heart tugged toward him. “You can’t make a promise that you’ll be there for me when I need you.”

      “No, but I can promise to answer your call, do things with you, to spend time with you, to do all of the important and mundane things with you whenever I can.”

      I shook my head to clear the sweet words from my head. “We’ve only just met.”

      “Hopefully, it’s the first of many days. I told you I’m interested in you and nothing you’ve shown me so far has scared me off.”

      My heart clenched that he was so confident he liked what he saw. I turned to see his face, his eyes squinted against the sun as he looked over my head.

      I hadn’t told him everything but I’d told him more than anyone else. He knew I had faults, insecurities, that I wasn’t perfect. He was here despite that or because he liked those things he’d learned.

      He looked down at me, squeezing my hip. “I like you, Avery Arrington. Give me a chance before you run, okay?”

      I elbowed him lightly. “Who says I’m going to run?”

      He placed both hands on the railing on either side of me, caging me in, as he whispered over the shell of my ear, “You have runner written all over you.”

      I turned my head slightly, my heart pounding, I kissed his cheek, making an assurance I’d never made before. “I promise I won’t run.”

      He pulled back slightly so we were looking at each other. “You’ll tell me if you start to have second thoughts?”

      I swallowed, worried I’d made a mistake in making promises. “Of course.”

      The loud horn sounded, startling me, and signaling our departure. There were only a few people on the top deck with us waving to those who watched from the shore.

      “Want to sit?” Griffin asked. “I think Declan will want to stand at the railing the whole time.”

      Declan was waving to those on the dock.

      “Sure.” I mourned the loss of his heat, his arms around me as soon as he moved to the seats. Griffin placed an arm behind me, resting on the seat back. I leaned into him, giving in to weakness, reveling in his scent and his warmth. If this was all I’d get, I’d enjoy every moment.

      We listened to the guide give information about the Naval Academy. We had an impressive view of it from the water.

      When the tour guide turned back to the harbor, Declan sat next to us chatting about what he’d learned and everything he’d seen.

      I was content as Declan’s voice washed over me, enjoying the rumble of Griffin’s chest as he responded to him. When the boat finally docked and we disembarked, Griffin asked, “What did you want to do next?”

      “I don’t have anything planned.” I was excited to spend more time with them.

      Griffin’s shoulders were relaxed, his eyes warm on mine. “Let’s walk around, see what we see, grab some lunch?”

      I smiled up at him. “Sounds perfect.”

      “Can we get ice cream and fudge too?” Declan turned to ask Griffin.

      “After lunch.”

      “Fine,” Declan said.

      I was impressed Declan respected Griffin, he wasn’t indulging him as his uncle but acting as his parent.

      Griffin pointed to a narrow part of the harbor where boats were docked along the sides. “In the evening there’s a long line of boats that come down here to turn around. They basically do that to show off their boats. Some are decorated with lights.”

      I scrunched my nose. “Really? I usually only come down this way at lunch or on the weekends. I assumed the boats docked, so they could eat at the restaurants.”

      “Some do but there’s a parade of boats especially on Friday and Saturday nights. They call this little strip of water, Ego Alley.”

      “Huh. I’ll have to check it out sometime.” It was one more thing I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing alone at night.

      “One night I’ll get a sitter and bring you down here.”

      His easy promises to spend more time with me, easing the broken pieces inside of me. “I’d like that.”

      Declan ran a little ahead, peering into each window, commenting on what he saw. Griffin lightly squeezed my hand each time, exchanging a knowing smile with me. Each time he did that it was like he was squeezing my heart.

      “There are so many ice cream and fudge shops here,” I said.

      “Too many, if you ask me, but Annapolis gets a lot of visitors.”

      “I love the quiet side streets.”

      “Me too. Want to take the road less traveled today?” He gestured down a narrow side street, quiet compared to the clusters of people meandering around the main streets.

      “Sure.” Since I’d moved here, I’d walked every street, checking out each shop off of Main Street. I’d even visited St. John’s College’s Library taking in the musty smell of old books. I loved everything about my new town, the anonymity, the historical sites, the small bed and breakfasts, the historical inns, the older homes. It felt like home.

      The street climbed steadily uphill until we reached the first traffic circle where the State House was located.

      “We can get lunch and eat on State Circle.” Griffin gestured at the park in front of the State House.

      “Finally! I’m starving!” Declan said.

      I was glad he was having a good time. He didn’t seem bothered by me being with Griffin but then again, Griffin wasn’t his father. I wasn’t sure if it would be different if Julian was alive and dating.

      “There’s a baked potato place on the corner that’s good. Do you like baked potatoes?” I asked Declan, wanting to include him in the decision.

      Declan’s forehead scrunched up.

      “These have chips in them,” I added to entice him.

      “Really? Chips?”

      “Yup. Tortilla chips, salsa, sour cream. I promise they’re really good.”

      “I love chips and salsa,” Declan said.

      “I know the place,” Griffin said.

      We walked around the circle, Griffin holding the door for us to the restaurant. After ordering our baked potatoes piled high with sour cream, tortilla chips, and peppers, we took our bags across the street, sitting on a bench.

      I unwrapped mine, letting the steam rise, before taking my first bite. “These are so good. I love the flavored sour cream.”

      “Do you have plans tonight?” Griffin asked.

      “No, actually.” I figured I’d spend the evening reading in the bathtub or in bed.

      “Why don’t you come over? We can spend more time together.”

      “Are you sure?” I didn’t want to overstay my welcome. I glanced at Declan who’d set his lunch aside to check out the cannons at the top of the hill by the State House.

      “I want to spend more time with you, any way I can get it.”

      My heart raced at his words. “Okay.”

      “Declan’s going to his friend’s house, so we’ll have some time alone together.” His attention was on his potato, but heat coiled in my belly at his words time alone together.

      Was I ready for that? Or had he meant we’d snuggle on the couch and watch a movie? Was I ready for more with Griffin, more kissing, more touching, his lips on my neck, his breath over my skin. Once we were physical, it would be harder to keep my distance. It could complicate the legal work I was doing for him.

      Griffin tucked my hair behind my ear. “We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for.”

      “Okay.” Griffin was more dangerous than the other guys I dated. For the first time, I didn’t want to hold myself back. I wanted to get lost in the sensation of being with him.
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      When Avery relaxed, letting her guard down, I loved spending time with her. The problem was she was so quick to step back, steeling herself against me. I didn’t want that to happen. I wanted to break through one wall after the other, not pausing to let her build the same one back up again. I’d keep trudging forward, pushing her boundaries, challenging her rules, until I was all the way in. Until she was right there with me, wanting the same things I wanted. The promise of this moment is what kept me going.

      It was also why I planned another outing while we were together. If she’d gone home, she’d regroup, pulling back, erect the same walls I’d spent all day chipping away at. If I was persistent I’d be rewarded with the essence of Avery, a caring woman who was desperately seeking love.

      We’d eaten ice cream cones and bought fudge to take home, parting with Avery with promises to see her tonight.

      “Is Avery coming over later?” Declan asked from the back seat.

      “I invited her.” She’d said yes, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she called to cancel, effectively giving herself space.

      He looked out the window. “I like Avery.”

      “Me too, buddy.”

      “She likes planes and boats too.”

      I laughed, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. “Is that all it takes with you?”

      “She’s fun.”

      I was glad he felt that way about Avery. It made pursuing her easier. “She is.”

      As soon as we were home, I pulled chicken from the freezer, chopping veggies, before I took a quick shower. I told Declan he could play a video game while I got ready.

      In the shower, I thought back to this morning when I’d approached Avery from behind. She was relaxed, her face tilted up to the sun, her lips tipped up in a smile. I wanted to see her like that more often, open and vulnerable, sweet and soft. She wore a sundress with a cardigan to protect against the breeze over the water. I’d been able to hold her close on the narrow bench of the boat, breathing in her tropical scent, pulling back one layer at a time.

      Was she taking a shower before she came over? Was she naked in the shower now? I gripped the base of my cock, squeezing at the memory of her breasts under her dress, the idea of touching her waist, pulling her hips into mine, pressing my erection against her belly, telling her everything I was thinking and feeling. She was lovable, beautiful inside and out. I wanted her with a ferocity I hadn’t wanted anyone with before.

      I stroked my cock, thinking I’d take the edge off before this evening. As much as I wanted her, she wasn’t ready for that level of intimacy. I didn’t know much about her, whether she was able to withdraw emotionally during sex, or if she avoided it because she couldn’t. But when we went there, I wanted her to be there physically and emotionally.

      I braced my hand on the wall, still gripping my cock, giving myself over to the fantasy of her bare legs wrapped around my waist, her back against the cold tiles, as I entered her bare, my mouth on her nipples. It was too much. I stroked harder, faster, chasing the seemingly impossible image until I groaned my release, lowering my head against the tiles.

      Fuck, what was this woman doing to me? I quickly finished washing myself with shaky hands, turning off the water, and toweling off. I left the scruff on my face, pulling on my new uniform, a T-shirt and cargo shorts.

      I jogged down the steps, calling down the basement stairs for Declan to get off the video games. He grunted his acknowledgment, but I knew I’d have to yell down one or two more reminders until he complied.

      It was crazy how quickly I’d adjusted from being an engaged business owner to single, unemployed, and a guardian to my nephew. So much had changed in the last six months, my life was unrecognizable. Yet, I was happier than I was working sixteen-hour days.

      Declan, and now Avery, were the most important people in my life, outside of my parents. The people we surrounded ourselves with mattered. I’d do anything to be worthy of keeping them in my life. Eventually, I’d look for something to invest my money into.

      Declan’s feet sounded on the steps. “Is Avery here yet?”

      I stacked the chicken on a serving platter, coating it in barbecue sauce. “She should be here soon.”

      “Cool. Think she’d play a video game after dinner?”

      “You’d have to ask her. I think she’s a bookworm though.”

      “Okay. I will.”

      I loved that Declan wanted to bond with Avery. I could see her attempting to play to humor Declan. A knock sounded on the door.

      My heart rate picked up at the sound. I was excited to see her even though we’d spent most of the day together.

      “I’ll get it.” Declan shot off the kitchen stool, running for the door.

      “Hey, Declan. You get a chance to play your game?”

      That was all it took for Declan to ramble on about the level he beat and what he had to do to get through the next one. They both walked into the kitchen, Declan talking.

      Avery smiled at me, loosening the tightness in my chest that had been present since everything happened.

      I winked. She was a sweetheart for humoring Declan and his video game obsession.

      When he paused, I said, “Want to help me carry this out to the grill?”

      “Sure.” He picked up the tinfoil wrapped veggies and headed outside.

      “Thanks for listening to him.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind. I’d have given anything to have someone to talk to me at that age.”

      “It must have been rough being the only child at home.”

      She nodded. “You learn to entertain yourself. I was content.”

      It didn’t mean she wasn’t lonely.

      With Declan outside, I was very aware we were alone. I walked around the counter. “Thanks for coming.”

      “It was an offer I couldn’t refuse.” Her lips tilted up into a teasing smile.

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m happy you decided to come.”

      “I enjoy spending time with you guys.” Her eyes shined with happiness.

      I wondered if we were merely a cure for her loneliness or if she was a cure for mine. I leaned down, touching my lips lightly to hers, cognizant that Declan could walk in at any time. She pressed her lips to mine, her fingers tangling in my hair before I gentled the kiss, knowing it wasn’t the time or place for more.

      I picked up the platter of chicken, opening the slider to head outside.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      “You can set the table before you come out if you’d like,” I said over my shoulder.

      “I can do that.”

      “Thanks.” I headed out the door.

      Declan was running circles around the fenced-in yard.

      When he stopped in front of me, his hands on his thighs, breathing hard, I asked, “What’s your time?”

      Looking at his stopwatch, he said, “Forty seconds.”

      “The time to beat is thirty-eight seconds, isn’t it?” I knew Declan wouldn’t be satisfied until he beat his best time. This was something he did whenever we came outside.

      He nodded, setting his timer, taking off for another lap. I was glad he was adept at occupying himself.

      I placed the food on the grill, keeping an eye on Declan. After a few minutes, Avery joined me.

      “All done.” She stood uncertainly a few feet away from the door.

      “Thank you. You should come sit, make yourself at home. This will probably be your only reprieve from Declan’s Lego talk.”

      Avery stood next to me. “What’s he doing?”

      “Timing himself running around the yard. It’s a little mind-numbing to watch but it keeps him busy. What did you do the rest of the afternoon?” An image of her bathing popped in my head, her skin beaded with water, bubbles floating on top but not obscuring the top of her breasts.

      “I took that bath I was talking about and read a few chapters of my book.”

      I nearly groaned out loud. Had she tweaked her nipples before a hand drifted down her stomach to her clit, then inserted a finger inside? My cock twitched at the thought of her pleasuring herself in the bath like I’d done in the shower. I had to push the image out of my mind so I didn’t get hard while Declan was nearby, telling myself she probably hadn’t masturbated to thoughts and fantasies of me like I had of her. I cleared my throat. “Sounds relaxing.”

      She lightly gripped my forearm, grounding me in the moment with her touch, her warmth. “It was. How about you?”

      I took a sip of my beer to soothe my suddenly parched throat. “I took a shower and got dinner ready. I’m domestic.”

      She stepped closer, her breast brushing my arm. “Do you miss it? Your business, your friends in California.”

      I closed my eyes briefly, trying to erase the feel of her against my body. Was she doing this on purpose to drive me crazy? “I don’t miss working sixteen-hour days. My friends turned out not to be my friends.”

      Her face scrunched as if I’d said something distasteful.

      I probably should keep the conversation light, not talk about my past.

      “You didn’t have other friends?” She tilted her head thoughtfully, her hair tickling my arm.

      “No. I didn’t have time for anyone else. We hung out together. When I worked late, they must have hung out with each other.” The bitterness rolled off my tongue, but I didn’t want to scare her off.

      “Are you still upset about it?”

      I felt her gaze on the side of my face as I carefully considered my words before I answered. “No. She did me a favor. I don’t work crazy hours anymore. I have time and money to care for Declan. I’m getting to know Declan in a way I never could living across the country from him.”

      “Would you have taken Declan in if you were still living in California?” Her voice was soft, her words carefully measured as if she’d thought about her question before she asked.

      I tilted my head, thinking about the answer. “I’d like to say yes, but I was so different back then. Nothing mattered more than my job. I probably would have asked my parents to do it.”

      “I know you said you’d had someone follow his mother after Julian died, but have you done it recently? Do you think she’ll come back?” Her voice was hushed, her eyes on Declan, probably to make sure he didn’t overhear our conversation.

      “I haven’t, but that’s a good idea, I should. See where she’s living now.”

      “What will you do if she comes back?”

      Her seemingly innocent question landed like a heavy weight on my chest, making breathing difficult. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “You should. She could cause a lot of problems for you, request visitation, ask for a say in his schooling and health decisions, disrupt the rhythm you established with him.”

      My hands stilled as my stomach sunk. “Even if I’m named guardian?”

      “She’s the biological mother. She certainly has a right to ask a court for those things. It doesn’t mean she’d get it.” Avery was picking a piece of lint off her dress but when she looked up, seeing my face, she said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I wasn’t thinking. I was going through the legal ramifications in my head, not thinking about how it would feel for you to hear that.”

      “It’s okay. I should be prepared.” I should have been thinking of what would happen if Erin came back, but my mind was stuck, like I was trying to move through mud, not getting anywhere.

      “Originally you said you didn’t want to be his guardian.” Her eyes followed me carefully as if cataloging each move, dissecting each word.

      “Yeah, well. Things change.” My tone was dismissive even though she was right.

      Seemingly satisfied, she smiled. “That’s good. Declan seems happy with you.”

      “He likes you too. He was excited you were coming.” I kept my gaze on Declan, who was inspecting the dirt with a stick as if he’d found a bug, but my mind was reeling with the possibilities. Could Erin take him from me when I’d already made myself at home in Julian’s house with his son?

      Avery’s hand touched my forearm. “I’m really sorry. I told you I say things without thinking. She abandoned him so long ago, I doubt she’ll come back.”

      “No. You’re right. If she finds out Julian died and I have money, she’ll be here in a heartbeat.” Dread coiled in my stomach even as I mentally prepared myself to fight her.

      “You think?”

      “She has a pattern of dating guys with money or guys she hopes have deep pockets, then dumping them when they don’t. It wouldn’t be too hard for her to find out that I have money.”

      “I hope for Declan and your sakes, she doesn’t. But even if she does, she’s never been the primary caretaker. Did you inform her when Julian died?”

      “No. I’ve been putting it off. Do I have to legally?”

      “You should. She has a right to know unless she signed a termination of rights?”

      “No. Julian didn’t want to ask her, to give her a reason to come back.”

      My heart ached for the choices Julian had to make. Everything he did was to protect his son. “Obviously, if she’d terminated her rights, you’d be in a better position.”

      “Julian picked you. You’re doing a great job. You have the means to care for him. Those things matter too.”

      I wanted to believe her, but it was hard when everything else I’d worked so hard for came crashing down not so long ago. “I hope so.”

      “Is dinner ready?” Declan approached, oblivious to our conversation and the rolling of my stomach.

      I got up to check the chicken then pulled the veggies off. I heard Avery talking softly to Declan about what he’d discovered in the yard, but I couldn’t focus on anything other than Erin disrupting the delicate balance we’d struck together. We’d only lived together for a few short months, but he’d worked his way into my heart. Erin didn’t deserve him. She’d never been a mother to him.

      I carried the platter of chicken inside, making a second trip to get the veggies, placing them in the center of the table. Declan was seated, waiting for me to serve him. Avery poured water in everyone’s glasses.

      I plated Declan’s food, then Avery’s.

      She set the water glasses in front of each plate, she touched my hand before asking softly, “Are you okay?”

      I glanced at her quickly, seeing concern, before looking away. I couldn’t handle her pity right now. “Of course.”

      “Did you want something else to drink? Another beer?” she asked.

      “No. This is fine.”

      My forehead beaded with sweat, my stomach churning with nerves. I’d looked forward to this evening with Avery, but one mention of Declan’s mother sent me spiraling with thoughts of how Erin could disrupt Declan’s life, creating turmoil and confusion. The last thing he needed right now was to be reminded his mother abandoned him, or her coming back into his life, only to leave a second time. I wouldn’t let it happen.

      Declan kept up a steady stream of talk about school, Legos, and his friends, seemingly unaffected by my change in mood. Avery sent me concerned glances occasionally.

      I wish I could go back to the moment before she mentioned Erin.

      When we’d finished eating, I cleared the plates while Declan went to grab his overnight bag to go to his friend Ian’s house.

      Avery rose to join me by the sink. Her hand on my forearm stilled me. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been off ever since I mentioned Erin.”

      “The thought of her coming back—” I shook my head.

      “It threw you—”

      “Yeah. I don’t know what I’d do. How can I stop her when she’s his biological mother?”

      “No. From what you’ve said, she’s never been his mother. She may be the one who birthed him, but a mother is more than that. It’s being there for him, not abandoning him for eight years.

      “She hasn’t been here since he was three months old. He doesn’t remember her. He doesn’t know her.”

      She leaned a hip on the counter. “Has he asked about her?”

      “Not since Julian died. It’s like she doesn’t exist in his mind. It’s only ever been Julian, my parents, and me.”

      “You’re his family. If she comes back, we’ll deal with it. A judge might give her visitation or partial, but not full custody. Julian clearly thought you should have Declan, you’re already doing an amazing job of raising him.”

      “What about her parents? I’ve never looked into her family. What if they found out they have a grandchild somewhere and they institute proceedings?” I rubbed the back of my neck. I hadn’t even considered this, which could open a whole set of issues.

      “There’s no right to grandparent visitation in Maryland. The most important thing is that Julian named you as guardian. The only one who has a valid competing interest is Erin. Maybe it would ease your mind to check? When you have him give an update on Erin, have him investigate her family.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “I’m sorry I brought her up at all. I told you I have a knack for ruining conversations.”

      “No. You were right to remind me that none of this is permanent, at least not yet. Until I’m officially named his guardian, or I have Erin’s signed termination parental rights in my hands, he’s not mine. When I found out Julian named me, I thought it was a mistake. That Julian hadn’t really considered the possibility he’d be gone, needing me to raise his son. If he had, he’d never choose me.”

      “You don’t know that he didn’t think about it. He had foresight to think of the best choice and he picked you.”

      I shook my head to clear the anxiety. “I hope you’re right and I’m worrying for no reason.”

      She stepped back, watching me rinse the dishes, arranging them in the dishwasher. “You love him. You want to raise him.”

      “I do.” I’d made my decision but the threat of Erin coming back, disrupting our lives solidified it. I wanted to make it official. I wanted him to be mine.

      “That’s great, Griffin. I’m so happy for you.” Her eyes were filled with happiness and pride. “I’ll call the court on Monday and ask the clerk to move up the guardianship hearing if they can.”

      “That would be good.” My voice was gruff, I didn’t want to give in to all the things I was feeling—satisfaction she thought I was doing a good job, or fear that Erin could rip it all away at any time.

      “It’s more than good. You’re exceptional.” She’d moved closer, her voice soft in case Declan came down the steps.

      “You make me sound like this—”

      “Amazing person? That’s because you are. You’re so much more than I thought when I first met you.” She’d moved closer during the conversation, but still stood a foot away, leaning her hip against the counter.

      I chuckled. “To be fair, I yelled at you on the phone. Anything would have been an improvement.”

      “True. But even after, when we met in person at my office, you worried if you were the right choice for Declan. You thought someone else could do a better job.”

      “I’d do anything for him.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. I’d proven I could provide a stable home for Declan, but was that enough?

      The idea that what I’d built in Annapolis could come crumbling down with Erin’s return made me feel desperate as if I didn’t have time to waste. If I wanted Avery, I should make my desires known. Even if it scared her away. I needed to keep pushing, because like Declan, she was worth the effort. I couldn’t face Erin without Avery at my side.

      “Come here.”

      She arched a brow but moved to stand in front of me. I hooked my fingers in the belt loops at her hips and pulled her into me. “Will you stay?”

      She probably thought I wanted to talk more about Erin, but I didn’t. I wanted to kiss her, I wanted to touch her, I wanted to lose myself in her.
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      “Will you stay after Declan goes to Ian’s house? Then we can talk.”

      He leaned against the countertop, my hips nestled between his widespread legs, my hands rested on his chest, touching his soft shirt. His desire to keep Declan, to be a father figure to him was attractive. His physical nearness and freshly showered scent sent tingles through my body. Every inch of my skin was alive, my nerves all over the place, wanting to get closer at the same time I wanted to push him away. He held me in place with his fingers in my belt loops. I wanted to be with him, my desire for him overriding my sense of preservation.

      “Okay.”

      He smiled, satisfied by my answer. He leaned down, kissing my forehead. “I’ll go tell him Ian will be here any minute. Why don’t you get comfortable in the living room? Remotes are on the coffee table.”

      “Okay.” I wanted to be here. I wanted to spend more time with him. I wanted him.

      His head lowered, his lips met mine, soft, lingering as if he couldn’t bring himself to pull away. I wanted to push up on my tiptoes, wrap a hand around his neck, pulling him down to me, and kiss him like we’d kissed the other night. I wanted to feel his body pressed up against mine, my breasts smashed against his chest, his hands gripping my ass, squeezing, pulling me tighter to his body, but I hesitated, uncomfortable to take it further with Declan upstairs.

      “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.” He winked, his fingers dropping from my hips.

      My face heated as I took a step back.

      “Let me get him moving.”

      I nodded as he left the room, leaving me alone in the kitchen. Attraction was usually a game to me. I’d keep a guy at arm’s length, only letting it go as deep as I was willing to go. Somehow, I knew Griffin would be different. He demanded more. He wanted more. He knew me.

      Standing in his arms, I’d felt more than I ever had with Wes. I’d never relished in the feel of his arms around me, his body cradling mine.

      My fingers touched my still-tingling lips. Griffin was sweet with me.

      Kisses on my forehead, short light kisses on my lips. If his tight grip on my hips was any indication, sex with him would be anything but sweet. The dichotomy intrigued me.

      A knock sounded on the door, followed by Declan thudding down the stairs, then Griffin’s slower steps. I paused in the doorway to the living room, wanting to say goodbye to Declan, but not sure if Griffin wanted to introduce me to Ian’s parents.

      Griffin held the door slightly ajar, so I couldn’t see past him, but I heard Ian and Declan laughing and talking. Griffin reminded Declan to behave and a female voice, presumably, Ian’s mother told him she’d call if there were any issues.

      They talked a little longer about whether to sign the boys up for the same soccer team before saying goodbye.

      When the front door closed, I moved to the couch, watching Griffin as he crossed the room, a predatory look on his face.

      I should have sex with him. It would get him out of my system, regain some of the control I’d lost. Each day, I was spiraling, easing my restrictions, letting him in, bit by bit. If I took that physical step, could I keep him at a distance, steeling myself against any emotions?

      He sat on the couch next to me, the cushions dipping me closer to him. “You didn’t want to say goodnight to Declan?”

      “I wanted to, but he was already outside when I came into the living room. I didn’t want to interrupt since it might be a little too soon to meet Ian and his parents.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know what the protocol is for things like that.” He dropped his arm over the back of the couch. It was casual, yet calculated. His gaze passed over me, assessing, heated. He leaned in, kissing me. My hand curled around his neck, tangling in his hair. He didn’t touch me, other than with his lips. He kept it light where I would have taken it deeper.

      Then he pulled away, grabbing a remote. “You want to watch a movie?”

      I raised a brow, but he’d already turned his attention to the TV. Now that we were alone, I’d expected him to continue what we’d started in the kitchen, kissing me, then maybe I’d straddle his lap before moving to his bedroom.

      I was generally good at predicting a man’s mood, his desires, but Griffin confused me. We were alone. Declan couldn’t interrupt us. Did he want to take things further?

      Griffin shifted toward me to make a comment about the comedy playing, but I didn’t register his words, just that he’d moved closer, not returning to his original position. His arm dropped lower, my shoulder tucked under his arm, his warmth surrounding me. When he spoke to me every few minutes, he lowered his head, his words coasting over the shell of my ear.

      “Don’t you think?”

      I caught the tail end of his sentence, only registering that his voice was low and deep.

      “I’m sorry?” I felt lightheaded and shaky. How could he watch TV when I was so distracted by his nearness?

      “I asked if you thought this show was funny. It doesn’t seem like you’re into it.”

      I glanced at the TV. It was an older comedy, one I’d enjoyed in the past. “No. This is good.”

      How could he act like nothing was happening between us? Like watching a movie together was normal and comfortable?

      When he shifted on the couch, his thigh touched mine. I wanted to reach out and touch his leg, to feel the muscles, the warmth of his skin. I wanted to drag my nails up his thighs until he turned away from the show, kissing me senseless before pushing me back on the couch.

      “You seem bored.”

      “I’m not.” Definitely not. Every inch of my body was hyper-aware of him, his body, his voice, his breath. There was nothing he did I didn’t notice with every one of my senses.

      “Tired?”

      “I don’t think I’m in the mood for TV.”

      He flipped off the TV, the room darker than before. “What do you want to do then?”

      I raised my eyes to his. “I thought after that invitation in the kitchen you wanted more.”

      His gaze hadn’t heated like I expected it to. Instead, he assessed me like he was trying to figure me out. “You want to fuck?”

      I flinched, trying to recover quickly. I wanted him. “Yeah, sure.”

      He was quiet for a second before saying flatly, “You’re not ready.”

      Irritation prickled my neck. “What do you mean I’m not ready?”

      He was quiet for a few seconds, the silence making me nervous. Did he not want me?

      “I think I misread the situation.” Hadn’t he pulled me between his legs in the kitchen, promising we could do more kissing later? Had I come on too strong? I stood, looking around for my purse.

      “You don’t have to go.” His voice seemed like it was coming from far away through a tunnel.

      “No. I should. It’s late.” My words were sharp.

      His hand wrapped around my wrist, sending my heart rate into overdrive. “Don’t go. It’s not that I don’t want you.”

      “Then what is it?” I couldn’t look at him while he gave me an excuse.

      “Sit.” He lightly tugged on my wrist until my shaky legs collapsed on the couch.

      “Look at me.” His tone was pleading.

      I kept my eyes trained on the coffee table. “Please.”

      I slowly moved from his gaze from the coffee table to his face but I couldn’t quite meet his eyes. Instead, I focused on his lips moving.

      “I do want you, but not like this.” His soft pink lips, the day-old scruff I wanted to run the palm of my hand across.

      I blinked, trying to clear my head. “Not like what?”

      “Like you’re checking off a to-do list.” His tone was irritated, cold, his fingers ticking off the words. “Dinner. Check. Sex. Check.”

      “It’s not like that.” My voice was defeated, my shoulders slumped. It was exactly like that.

      “Then what’s it like?”

      “You seemed into it in the kitchen.” My face burned hotter than before. I sounded like a disappointed teenage boy, desperate for sex.

      “I want you.” His hand pressed against my chest, over my rapidly beating heart.

      The warmth seeped through my shirt. I wanted to cover his hand with mine, hold it there, until the warmth seeped into my heart.

      He pushed his hand against my chest lightly emphasizing his words. “I want you, what’s inside. Not this persona you put on to get closer at the same time you’re pushing me away.”

      “I’m not made for that.” I shook my head. I couldn’t even say the words. Intimacy. Closeness. Love.

      “You may never have allowed yourself to go there with anyone. When you do, I hope that person is me. I want us to take the next step because you want to be with me, you want to take things deeper, not because it’s a move in a game you play to keep people at a distance.”

      “So what now?” I kept my tone light, uncaring. I wouldn’t let this man hurt me, reject me. I never allowed that.

      He sighed, removing his hand from my chest. “I wish you’d let me in.”

      I almost said I was here. I stayed after you said no, but I didn’t. I was in unchartered territory. I didn’t know how to settle into his arms, resting my head on his chest, soaking up his warmth. Not when he’d said no. I was the problem. It was always me.

      “Come here.”

      I closed my eyes against the warmth of his voice, his pleading tone. With each soft touch and word, I was softening, wanting more than my solitary existence.

      “Please, Avery.”

      My gaze settled on his eyes, judging his sincerity. His arms were wide open, inviting me, his eyes filled with care. The pull to move toward him overcame any doubts or insecurities. I wanted his arms around me. As soon as I settled my head on his chest, his body relaxed as first one arm then a second wrapped around me. I closed my eyes, breathing in his scent, listening to the thud of his heart against my ear.

      He kissed the top of my head.

      Tears formed behind my lids. His words echoed in my head. I want you. What’s inside.

      Would he want me when he found out what was inside? A heart incapable of love, affection, or care. I’d been described as cold and indifferent for a reason. That’s who I was. I couldn’t forget that even when the warmth of his body heated my soul.

      He shifted, lifting me easily into his lap.

      I was cradled in his arms like a child, my head tucked into his neck. The position took my breath away as if I’d been punched in the gut. I struggled to catch my breath. I watched his steady pulse in his neck as I tried to calm mine, knowing I’d never be able to push him away. He had a hold of me. When I pushed, he caught me.

      “I do want you.” His voice was so low I almost didn’t hear him. “More than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re important. You’re special. I don’t want to screw this up.”

      He had it all wrong. “I’m the one who’s going to screw this up. I don’t deserve you.”

      He moved his arm so it was no longer around my back, his hand cupped my cheek as he pulled away to see my face. “You aren’t going to screw this up because you’re going to be real and honest with me.”

      I swallowed, his confidence shaking me to my core. What if I screwed up the best thing I’d ever had? “I’ll try.”

      He kissed me then, seemingly accepting my response. I quickly gave in to the sensation of his fingers in my hair, his hand gripping my hip, his lips on mine. I wanted more. I wanted to shift on his lap to straddle him, but I let him take the lead.

      Griffin pulled away slightly, a hand in my hair. “I don’t want easy. I want you. I want to work for your affection, your love, your trust. Can you wait?”

      .
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      When I left Griffin’s house Saturday night, I felt raw, but at the same time, there was this glow left over from the sensation of his arms around me. I craved more. I spent Sunday trying to regroup, going about my regular routine of coffee on the balcony, a walk around town, and reading, trying to push back all of the emotions that Griffin raised to the surface the night before.

      Nothing worked. I still felt unsettled, uncertain, yet strangely hopeful. I didn’t allow anyone to take up space inside my head, except Griffin. He was different.

      He’d seen right through me last night. I should have been running as fast as I could away from him, but I wasn’t.

      When I finally went to bed, I propped myself up, scrolling mindlessly through my phone for a distraction from the running trail of thoughts that had been going through my head all day when a text came through.

      Griffin: Are you still up?

      A smile tugged at my lips. Yes.

      The video call rang a second later. I scanned my body, smoothing my hair, sitting up straighter before I hit accept.

      “Hey.” His voice rumbled through my chest, shaking things up, knocking things loose.

      “Hey.” I licked my lips, wishing I had some water for my suddenly very dry throat.

      “What did you do today?”

      “The usual.” I didn’t want him to know how deeply his question affected me. Since Wes, I kept things with men light and easy, but things were already different with Griffin.

      His lips twitched. “I don’t know what the usual is.”

      And I wanted to tell him. Give him a glimpse of my life. “Well, I like to drink my morning coffee on my balcony watching people walk their dogs. I did a yoga video.”

      He considered me. “Yoga. I didn’t take you for a yoga person.”

      “Why is that?” I raise my brow, hoping for insight into how he viewed me.

      He tapped his chin with his finger. “You seem a little—”

      “Strung tight?” I kept my voice light even though I worried he thought of me this way.

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

      “I try to clear my mind when I do yoga, but it’s tough. I walked around town, came home, and finished my book. What did you do?” My tone was light, playful, hiding how desperately I wanted a glimpse into his day. I was inviting him in when I should have been shutting him down.

      “I’d say that sounds like my life before Declan but it wasn’t the same. I never took the time to walk through town or drink my coffee without working simultaneously, either on my phone or computer.”

      I could picture him like that. When we first talked on the phone about the lease, he was gruff and impatient, giving me the impression he was a busy man. I didn’t think I’d be attracted to that version of him. “Your old life doesn’t sound healthy or sustainable.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      We were both quiet for a few seconds, taking each other in. A sense of contentment washed over me, the feeling I sought during yoga but never attained.

      “What did you and Declan do today?”

      He tipped his head back as if thinking. “We visited a rescue shelter.”

      “You did? I didn’t know you wanted a dog.”

      “Declan does and his counselor thinks it’s a good idea. A distraction for him if you will.” His tone was cautious, as if he wasn’t sure.

      “Oh. Yeah. That makes sense.” I’d always wanted a pet but whenever I’d mentioned it growing up, Mom discouraged me.

      “We were just looking, doing research. If we get one, I want to make sure Declan helps out. I mentioned to him he’d have to help feed the dog, walk it, make sure it goes outside periodically.”

      “That’s a good idea.” I was impressed he was willing to take on the added responsibility of a dog.

      He chuckled. “It only took a few months, but I already feel like a dad.” The pleasure on his face turned to wistfulness. “Even though he’s not mine.”

      The longing on his face dislodged something else in my chest. “He is yours. Julian entrusted him with you. You’re looking out for him, making decisions that affect him, working with his counselor. You’re a great dad.”

      “It’s funny because I never wanted to have children or at least I never thought about it.”

      “Lorelai didn’t want kids?”

      “It wasn’t something we discussed.”

      “I’m not an expert on relationships but I would think you’d discuss kids before you got married.”

      “I know. It was stupid. Everything was so easy with her, then she cheated on me, Julian died. I realized how short life is. We don’t have forever.”

      Talking about whether he wanted children seemed too personal, more serious than I was prepared for. “So, have you decided what you want? Are you planning on working, starting a new business?”

      His expression was pinched. “I used Declan as a crutch in that regard. I’m so focused on him, I haven’t given my future much thought. I don’t know what I want to do. I’m not used to being idle but it’s been a nice change.”

      “I bet. I can’t imagine what it’s like not to have a goal in mind.” I’d always been so focused on school then my career. I wanted to be comfortable. I wanted the security that came with providing for myself, but what else did I want for my life?

      “It’s freeing. I can invest in a company if I want. I can start a new company, come up with another antivirus software that’s even better. I have time to figure things out. My parents are coming up for the guardianship hearing, but I’d like to visit them before school starts.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Once he’s in school, we won’t be able to travel down there.”

      “Right. That makes sense.”

      “I want to see you again.”

      “I’ll see you at the guardianship hearing on Thursday.” I tried to ignore the thrill that shot through me that not only had he called, but he was asking me out. “Did you mean on a date?”

      “Yeah. I’ll make sure Declan’s at Ian’s house. It will just be you and me. I’ll pick you up at your place and we can go to dinner.”

      “Sounds perfect.” The words were out of my mouth before I could censor them. I’d never been the girl who simpered over being asked out, but I felt giddy with anticipation.

      He tilted his head slightly. “Are you free on Saturday?”

      “I haven’t made any plans yet. You know how I tour something new each week?”

      “Yeah.” His expression and tone didn’t offer me anything to go on.

      “Would you want to come with me this week too?” When he was quiet for a few seconds, I continued, “If you’re busy it’s not a big deal.”

      “No. We can come. Have you decided what you wanted to check out?”

      “No. I haven’t. I have a list on my phone of things I want to do.”

      “No need for a list. I’m a local. Who better than me to show you around?” His voice was light, teasing, drawing me in deeper.

      “Right. Of course.”

      “I’d better go. It’s getting late.”

      I wasn’t ready to get off the phone yet. I sank down in my blankets, drawing them around me, listening to his voice. “Will you give a hint where we’re going so I know what to wear?”

      His lips quirked. “It’s a surprise.”

      “Griffin.”

      “What? You like knowing every detail ahead of time?” His head tilted, his tone was mocking.

      “Yes.”

      “Too bad. I want to take you out of your comfort zone.”

      My fingers gripped my sheets, twisting against the free fall feeling that grew worse the more time we spent with each other. “You already have.”

      “Wear comfortable shoes for the day and a dress in the evening.”

      “Sundress, evening dress?” There was a range of dresses that could potentially work.

      “That’s all I’m giving you. ‘Night, Avery.” His voice was soft.

      “‘Night, Griffin.”

      Hanging up, I laid back on the bed. What was I doing? Another Saturday with Griffin and Declan, then an evening date? It was too much. I’d either soar into the sky, better than before, or crash to the ground, bursting into flames.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    






Avery

        

      

    

    
      On Thursday, Griffin’s parents flew up for the guardianship hearing to provide moral support. They were prepared to testify as to Erin’s abandonment, her lack of involvement in Declan’s life, physically and financially. I hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.

      I’d mailed a copy of our motion and hearing date to Erin at her last known address. She hadn’t responded. I hoped she wouldn’t show up, but I couldn’t rule it out. Parties often showed up for the hearing without reaching out to opposing counsel ahead of time.

      Griffin, usually so confident, was worried. He’d called me every day with questions. I tried to alleviate his concern, but I couldn’t make any guarantees when there were so many variables out of our control.

      I waited for him outside the courthouse. When he approached with his parents, nerves twirled in my stomach. Meeting parents in this context was unusual. I wasn’t sure how he’d introduce me, as his attorney or something more?

      “Mom, Dad, this is Avery Arrington, my attorney. Avery, this is my parents, Bridgett and Jeremiah Locke.”

      Jeremiah looked like an older version of Griffin, same blue eyes, gray at his temples, concern etched in the creases on his forehead, eyes, and mouth.

      “It’s so nice to meet you. Thank you so much for handling this for Griffin,” Bridgett said. She was tall for a woman, hair tucked into a bun at her nape, her lips set firmly.

      “We can’t thank you enough,” Jeremiah added.

      “Of course.” I wanted to say this was my job, but it was so much more with Griffin. I had a vested interest to ensure Declan stayed in his care.

      “Why don’t you go ahead in. I want to talk to Avery before court starts,” Griffin said to his parents.

      “Sure.” Jeremiah squeezed his son’s shoulder before taking his wife’s hand to go inside.

      I was impressed his parents had insisted on traveling for the hearing. I’m sure my parents wouldn’t have done the same. They were always too busy with work. “If the judge grants you guardianship, you can always transfer it to your parents at a later date.”

      I know he said he wanted to be the one to raise him, but I wanted to let him know his decision wasn’t permanent. It could be changed if necessary.

      His brow furrowed. “What? No. I’m not worried about that.”

      Something softened inside of me at his words. It was my job to tell him the legal consequences of today’s hearing and order, but I needed his affirmation on a personal level. It was hard for me to believe he’d go to such lengths to care for his nephew when my parents hadn’t done as much for me. “I wanted to tell you the legal implications. Guardianship protects you and him if Erin comes back. It allows you the freedom to make all of the decisions regarding his education, health, and living situation. We’d discussed the hearing and what would happen several times over the phone, but it was habit to repeat everything before the hearing. Did you have any questions?”

      “What happens if Erin shows up?” His eyes darted around as if he was looking for her.

      “She can contest the hearing. There’d be a trial. That’s why we have affidavits from Declan’s teachers, his counselor. They’re all on call if we need them to come in and testify. Your parents will confirm everything.”

      He gripped his neck. “I don’t know what I’d do if Erin showed up.”

      “She hasn’t responded to the motion. I can’t promise she won’t show up, but it’s doubtful.” I wanted to reach out and soothe him, but it wasn’t my place. I was his attorney. All I could offer was my best guess as to what would happen.

      He sighed as if the weight of this hearing, the worry was too much. “Let’s get this over with.”

      I resisted grabbing his hand, knowing it was unprofessional and uncharacteristic of me. If our relationship progressed further, I’d need to talk to Hadley and Dylan about transferring his case to one of them. I didn’t want to because I got a deep-seated satisfaction from helping him, but the reality was it was unethical to date a client. If someone reported it, I could be suspended or even disbarred.

      When our case was called I walked with Griffin to the front of the room standing side-by-side at the plaintiff’s table.

      I leaned closer to Griffin, lowering my voice. “Do you see her in the courtroom?”

      He scanned the gallery. “No. I don’t.”

      Relief flooded my body. I wanted this to be easy for him.

      The judge addressed me, and I went through the motions of the hearing, describing Griffin’s relationship with his nephew, the steps he’d made to ensure he was cared for, provided a copy of the will naming him personal and financial guardian.

      It was a routine hearing. I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until the judge named Griffin as guardian and I handed him my pre-prepared order to sign.

      Afterward, the judge excused himself for a ten-minute break, leaving the courtroom.

      While I gathered my papers and folders at the trial table, Jeremiah and Bridgett approached, thanking me and congratulating Griffin.

      “It was so nice to meet you, Ms. Arrington,” Bridgett said, shaking my hand.

      “Nice to meet you too,” I said.

      “We’ll meet you outside,” Jeremiah said to Griffin before addressing me. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “You’re welcome.” I wanted to tell him there was no need to thank me. I enjoyed helping people out but that wasn’t necessarily true. I enjoyed helping Griffin.

      I slung my briefcase over my shoulder, intending to leave as well. Griffin’s hand rested on my shoulder, stopping me.

      I raised a brow at him.

      “Thank you.” Griffin’s face was a mixture of relief and gratitude.

      “I’m happy it worked out.” That was an understatement. I felt almost heady with relief that the courtroom doors didn’t open during the proceedings.

      “I don’t know what I would have done if she’d—”

      “You don’t have to worry about it because she didn’t.” It didn’t mean she wouldn’t show up at some point, but I wanted him to enjoy this moment.

      “You have time to go to lunch with my parents and me?”

      I’d never been invited to lunch with anyone’s parents. It was a big step. Was I ready for it? Fiddling with the chain on my necklace, I said, “I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “You wouldn’t be.”

      I wanted to ask if I was going as his attorney or something else, but I didn’t. “Sure.”

      “Perfect.” He placed his hand on the small of my back as I led the way out of the courtroom.

      My mind focused on the spot his hand touched, warmth radiating through my whole body. I wondered if his parents would suspect we were more than attorney and client.
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      Lunch with Griffin’s parents went well. They were sweet and caring, everything my parents weren’t. Griffin never mentioned that we were dating, but I think his mom suspected something. I saw a few looks she exchanged with Jeremiah. Spending time with his family only solidified my impression that Griffin was a good guy.

      Griffin spent the evening with Declan and his parents, but he texted to see if I was available for a video call. It became a nightly ritual to talk to him before I fell asleep. I’d change into pajamas, brush my teeth, sliding into bed to wait for his text. When that familiar buzz sounded, my heart rate picked up. I was becoming addicted to him.

      Friday, I was busy in court. When I pulled open the firm’s door after court, Dylan sat at the front desk, her brows raised. “There you are.”

      My shoulders sagged, the stress of the morning seeping out of my muscles. “I was in court all morning. I’m starving.”

      “Griffin’s here to see you and he brought lunch.” She tipped her head to the side where the guest chairs were.

      “Oh really?” Sure enough, Griffin sat, a smile on his lips, legs spread wide, two large brown bags on the seat next to him. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t sensed his presence as soon as I walked in.

      When our eyes met, he stood, grabbing the bags. “Hey.”

      Normally, I’d get annoyed if a man I was dating brought me lunch at work, but I was happy to see him.

      “That’s great because I’m hungry.” I took a few steps toward him.

      “Where do you want to eat?” His gaze trailed over my head and I knew Dylan was still here.

      “You can eat on the patio out back,” Dylan offered helpfully.

      “Good idea. Follow me.” I dropped my briefcase in my office before proceeding out the back door.

      “I forget this is here,” Griffin said as we stepped outside onto the small brick patio.

      “We bought the table so we could eat out here on nice days. The neighbor’s tree provides plenty of shade.” I gestured to the neighbor’s property, suddenly nervous that we were very much alone with this newfound sense of familiarity after our evening talks.

      Griffin set the bags on the table, turning to face me. “I wanted to see you.”

      “I’m happy you’re here.” I gave in to the hope and lightness swirling in my gut. Maybe this relationship stuff wasn’t so hard after all.

      He smiled before cupping my cheek, touching his lips to mine lightly.

      I swayed into him expecting more, but he pulled back.

      He dropped his hand to his side. “You’re hungry. Let’s eat.”

      “I am.” I sit across the table from him.

      Griffin pulled wrapped sandwiches out of the bag.

      “What did you bring?”

      “Burgers from the Federal House on the waterfront. I would have brought crab cakes but I wasn’t sure if you liked them.” He pulled out two waters, setting them between us on the table.

      “I do.” I loved that he’d thought about what I’d like. That he’d surprised me at work.

      He smiled at me. “Next time then.”

      “Yeah, next time.” I licked my suddenly dry lips. Why had he brought lunch today when I’d see him tomorrow unless he really had missed me. The idea of this man being into me, letting this go further than I’d ever let any other relationship go, made me lightheaded.

      He placed the burger in front of me then unwrapped his.

      I dug in right away. After a few bites, I touched my stomach. “This hits the spot after being in court all morning.”

      “Is being in court stressful?”

      “Sometimes. Today was just landlord-tenant issues. No big deal,” I teased.

      He chuckled before answering, “We used to have our own landlord-tenant issues. Speaking of, we never got together to discuss negotiating your new lease.”

      “We should do that with all of my partners present, especially if we’re doing this.” I gestured between us, meaning to say we were dating, but unable to say that word out loud.

      “Right. Of course. Let me know what works for you.”

      “We should take care of it soon.” I was so wrapped up in him, I’d neglected to handle something important, not only to me, but to my friends, the firm. I had to remember at the end of the day, there was only me. I had to do what was best for me when everything inside me wanted to care for him.

      “Of course.” He was quiet for a few seconds, finishing his burger. Then he said, “You know, you can trust me. I’m not going to kick you out at the end of the lease even if we haven’t come to an agreement.”

      “You can’t possibly promise that.” I felt like I was saying this to him all the time, but it was true.

      “Why not?”

      “You just can’t.” Promises were empty. I’ll be home by dinner. I’ll be there for parent’s night. I think they tried harder after Mason left, but when every promise goes unfulfilled, you learn not to trust them.

      “I know we have a long way to go, but I hope you believe me when I say I wouldn’t do anything to harm you or your firm.”

      I stared at the table between us, my face hot. “I want to trust you.”

      “It’s a start, but I hope you let me in, Avery.”

      “I am. More than anyone else.”

      His lips were drawn into a tight line. “I know this thing between us is new and different for you, but the basis of any relationship is trust. I know it won’t be easy, but I’ll prove to you that you can trust me.”

      I nodded, because my throat was too tight to speak. We finished eating, talking about lighter things, the firm’s progress, our upcoming plans for Kids Speak. All too soon, it was time for him to leave, he interlaced his fingers with mine as we walked back through the office, past Dylan and Hadley’s raised brows. I knew they’d have questions for me.

      He tugged me out the front door onto the sidewalk. “Thank you for lunch.”

      I tilted my face up to him. “I should be the one thanking you.”

      He leaned down, kissing me, longer and deeper than when he greeted me. This time I swayed toward him until my body was pressed against his. He pulled his lips from mine, leaning down to whisper into my ear, “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

      “Me too,” I said as he released me, turning toward his car.

      I focused on the tingling from his lips, wanting to memorize the feel of his lips on mine. I watched him until he slid into his car, pulling out into traffic. When I entered the office, sifting through what just happened, Dylan and Hadley stood in the reception area.

      “What was that?” Dylan asked as soon as I walked inside.

      “He brought me lunch.” I hoped stating the obvious would diffuse her interest.

      “He kissed you in front of us,” Hadley added.

      “He did.” I walked past them, hoping they wouldn’t follow.

      “Are you guys dating?” Dylan asked.

      When I reached my office, I sat at my desk. “You know, we haven’t discussed what we’re doing. We hang out, we talk on the phone, he brought me lunch. We’re spending the day together tomorrow.”

      I caught the look they exchanged in the doorway to my office, a mixture of surprise and pleasure.

      “You like him,” Hadley said.

      “I wouldn’t hang out with him if I didn’t like him.” I sat at my desk, wondering why their questions bothered me. Was it because I didn’t want to share what we had or was it something else? I shifted at the uncomfortable idea that I might want to put a label on us.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with someone like this.” Dylan sat across from me.

      “Like what?”

      “In law school, we barely knew when you were dating. You didn’t bring guys back to the apartment often,” Dylan said.

      “I always met them at their place or out.” After Wes, I wanted a clear separation, one I worked hard to keep. No overnights. No visits to my apartment. That way when we broke up, no one could show up at my door, there were no memories of us at my apartment.

      “Why though? Whenever I asked, you acted like it was nothing.” Dylan’s brow furrowed.

      “Maybe because it was nothing.” Before the words were out of my mouth, I realized what I’d revealed.

      “This thing with Griffin is different,” Hadley said.

      “It is.” As soon as I’d made the decision to be honest, the words tumbled out of me uncensored. “I’m worried I’m going to screw it up. I’m not wired for this. I don’t have feelings for guys. I don’t eat lunch at work with them, much less kiss them.”

      “This is good,” Hadley said.

      I tilted my head. “How is this good? He’s got me all tied up in knots. He’s got me wondering if I’m his girlfriend.”

      “Aw, you have feelings for him.” Dylan smiled at Hadley.

      “You make it sound cute, but it’s not. It’s messy and complicated. It has the potential to destroy everything.” All of my worries I’d kept pressed down erupted between us.

      “It doesn’t have to be messy or complicated. Not if you take things one day at a time. Tell him how you’re feeling. Don’t bottle it up or pretend he doesn’t matter when he does,” Hadley said.

      “It’s so hard.”

      “If you’ve never done any of those things then it will be hard, but each day it will get easier,” Hadley said.

      “I hope so. Right now, I’m all over the place. I try not to think about him, but it’s impossible when he’s calling every night, showing up at work. Then we’re spending all day together tomorrow.” He was everywhere as if his plan was to overwhelm my defenses. Anticipation thrummed through my veins at the idea he was pursuing me.

      “What are you doing with him tomorrow?” Dylan asked.

      “He has a surprise planned for the day with Declan. Then we’re going out at night. I have no idea what to wear.”

      “That’s it. Friday champagne conference night in my closet,” Dylan said.

      “You’re right. Dylan’s closet. She has better clothes, shoes, and—”

      “Style. That’s what you were trying to say.” Dylan smiled widely.

      Hadley nodded. “Right. Style.”

      “Sound good?” Dylan asked me.

      I was happy, content, and excited for tomorrow. “Sure. I can use all the help I can get.”
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      I hadn’t been to Dylan’s new house since she moved in when it was filled with boxes. Once we moved out after law school to separate homes, we didn’t hang out as much until she approached me about the firm.

      It was within walking distance on one of the more secluded side streets. The ones with window flower pots, wrought-iron railings, and fountains in the rear gardens. I always wondered why she needed a roommate in law school when it was clear she came from money. Maybe deep down she was as lonely as me.

      I lifted the heavy knocker, rapping twice on the wooden door.

      “Come in,” Dylan’s voice called from inside.

      I pushed the door open, stepping inside.

      “We’re upstairs,” Dylan said.

      Hadley giggled. “In her closet.”

      “Sounds like you got started without me.” If the champagne was already flowing, I wasn’t sure how good Dylan’s style advice was going to be.

      I headed up the narrow wooden stairs to the room where light spilled out into the hallway. “Oh wow. When you said closet, I thought you meant—”

      “An actual closet?” Hadley asked from her perch on the white velvet settee in the middle of the room. Her brow raised at me, she held a glass of bubbly in her hand, her legs crossed at the ankles.

      Her hair piled high in a messy bun, Dylan stood in front of a full-length mirror holding a black dress up to her body. “It’s my third bedroom. Who needs three bedrooms when only one person lives here? The closets in these homes are ridiculously small.”

      “I’m not sure closets were a necessity in the 1800s,” I said.

      Dylan pointed at me in the mirror. “True.” She threw the dress onto another chair, then plopped onto a soft-looking ottoman. “Now tell me all the details about tomorrow so we can dress you properly.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “That’s the problem. He won’t tell me anything. During the day he said to wear comfortable shoes and at night, a dress.”

      “Okay. You’re on your own with the comfortable shoes. I’m not sure I have any, but I can handle the dress.” Dylan popped up to rifle through the rack of dresses.

      “You don’t have sneakers?” Hadley asked.

      “She doesn’t. I lived with her all through law school,” I said, sitting on the ottoman Dylan vacated.

      “Why would I ever wear sneakers when I could wear all of these?” She gestured at the wall-to-wall white shelves, showcasing her heels and purse collection.

      “This is my dream closet.” Hadley spread her arms wide, her champagne sloshing over the rim of her glass. “Whoops.”

      “I think you mean dream room.” It was amazing, wood floors covered with fluffy rugs I wanted to sink my toes into.

      “She has a lingerie armoire. Can you imagine?”

      I followed Hadley’s pointed finger to the tall piece of furniture with narrow drawers. “No. I can’t.”

      “Focus, ladies. We need to make Avery drop-dead gorgeous for her very important date tomorrow. Not that you’re not gorgeous already.” She waved her hand at me.

      “Are you guys drunk?” I asked them.

      Hadley giggled. “We didn’t eat dinner, so yeah, probably.”

      “Let me pour you a glass. I’m sorry. I’m a terrible host,” Dylan said.

      “It’s okay.”

      She studied me from head to toe before considering me. “Dark hair, pale skin, I think red or blue, what do you think, Hadley?”

      “So, I have no sense of style but I think she’d look amazing in blue with her eyes.”

      “You want him to see you, admire the dress, then tear it off you.”

      I raised my brow, my skin suddenly warm. He was picking me up at my place. We could do whatever we wanted. I didn’t have a roommate. Declan would be at Ian’s.

      Dylan held up two dresses, both blue. “Which one?”

      “That one,” Hadley said, pointing at the sapphire sleeveless dress, mermaid style, snakeskin shimmery pattern with bright beading on the shoulders.

      It was exquisite.

      Dylan smiled. “Perfect. Try it on.”

      “Here?”

      “You can go across the hall to the bathroom if you want. Yell if you need help zipping.”

      I took the hanger from her outstretched hand as Hadley asked Dylan where she’d worn the dress before.

      I’d never worn such a beautiful dress. It looked like it belonged on a red carpet. I worried it might be too much, but I wanted to look amazing. I undressed, stepped slowly into the dress, shimmying it over my hips. I let out a sigh of relief when I was able to pull it on. I could barely twist to pull up the zipper.

      I lifted the skirt of the dress, heading back to the closet. Both women turned to look at me, their mouths dropping open.

      Dylan ran behind me to zip the dress. She turned me to face the mirror. It looked amazing on me, fitting tightly to my curves, bringing out the blue in my eyes. I smoothed my hands over the shimmery dress, wondering what Griffin would think of it.

      “Wow. I have no words,” Hadley said.

      “It’s perfect,” Dylan said from behind me.

      “It is. What if he’s not taking me somewhere fancy?”

      Dylan placed her hands on her hips. “If not, he’ll change his plans once he sees you.”

      “Yeah, he’ll probably want to stay in,” Hadley quipped.

      Dylan eyed me critically in the mirror. “This looks better on you than it ever did on me.”

      The other two talked about restaurants around town it would be appropriate for, but I turned first one way then the other to see the full effect of me in this dress. I closed my eyes, imagining what Griffin would think when he saw me in this dress. I hoped his eyes would darken with lust, his fingers digging into my hips as he pulled me into his body to feel his hardening erection. What would it be like to be with a man who wouldn’t allow me to take control? He’d challenge me every step of the way. I opened my eyes, not wanting to wait until tomorrow to see him.

      Dylan grabbed a pair of midnight-colored pumps. “Try these shoes.”

      The shoes gave me needed inches, making me look curvier. I took one last look at myself in the mirror barely recognizing myself. “This is perfect. Thank you.”

      “Do you need help getting it off?” Dylan asked.

      “Sure.”

      She slid the zipper down as I stepped out. “If you don’t have him wrapped around your finger, you will after he sees you in this dress.”

      “You think?” I looked at Hadley for confirmation.

      “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.”

      Dylan hung the dress on the door. “Whenever you need us for a wardrobe upgrade, we’re here.”

      “Or advice,” Hadley said.

      For the first time, I felt like I belonged. “Let me get dressed real quick. I’ll be right back.”

      When I was dressed again, I hung the dress on the back of the door to the closet before accepting a glass of champagne, settling onto the ottoman, my bare feet sinking into the soft rug.

      “I know why that dress looks so amazing on you. It’s not just the color or the fit. You’re usually sweet, almost innocent looking. The contrast with that dress is striking,” Dylan said.

      I placed a hand on my chest. “You think I look innocent?”

      “Definitely,” Hadley said.

      I shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t feel innocent. I’m the one who’s usually the bad guy in relationships. I never catch feelings.”

      Dylan furrowed her brows. “So, what, you’ve never been in love?”

      “No. Why? Have you?” We were still young. I couldn’t be the only one who’d never been in love.

      “I haven’t,” Dylan said carefully.

      “So you’re saying you’re catching feelings for Griffin?” Hadley asked, leaning toward me.

      I bit my lip. “Yeah. I think so. I look forward to his calls. I want to see him.”

      “Why do you seem so freaked out by that?” Hadley asked.

      I wanted to argue with her but I couldn’t. I was freaked out. “I’ve never put myself out there. I don’t want to get hurt.”

      “Who says you’re going to get hurt?” Hadley asked.

      “Someone always does. It’s not like every relationship is a fairy tale.”

      “I wouldn’t say it’s a fairy tale, but things with Cade have been great,” Hadley said.

      Things had been great so far with Griffin, but Declan usually acted as a buffer. This was the first time we were going out alone. “I’m not like you. I’m not sure I’m capable of a relationship.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit. Just because you haven’t done it before, doesn’t mean you can’t,” Hadley said.

      “Yeah, maybe.” There were higher stakes in this relationship because Declan was involved. I didn’t want to hurt him either. What if he got attached, but things didn’t work out? Or I bolted when things got too serious? That wasn’t fair to him.

      “I think you’re overthinking things. Go with what you feel,” Hadley said.

      Could I do that when I’d never allowed myself to feel much of anything since the shame and humiliation of high school? If I numbed myself, nothing could get to me. If I opened up, anything was possible. That was the scariest thing of all.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    






Griffin

        

      

    

    
      I’d planned a low key touring day because I was taking her to the yacht club this evening. It was fancy, maybe a little pretentious, but Cade texted this morning telling me Hadley wanted me to know that Avery planned to wear an evening gown. I’d seen her at the Kids Speak fundraiser in a fancy dress but this was different. This time she was dressing for me.

      I wanted to take her somewhere worthy of her. I wanted to impress her even when I knew she didn’t care about my money or status. She wanted me.

      I texted her to meet Declan and me at a historical mansion and gardens a little north of downtown. We leaned against the brick wall surrounding the building waiting for her. I saw her the moment she turned the corner, walking toward us, a smile brightening her face.

      A sense of contentment flowed through me as I pushed off the wall to greet her. “Good morning.”

      She stopped a foot away from me. “’Morning. Hi, Declan.”

      He looked up from his gaming console. “Hey.”

      “Put that away.”

      He grumbled but placed it in his bookbag. He wasn’t excited about touring a historical building but my original plans of driving to the Eastern Shore would be too much with our dinner plans.

      I held out my hand to Avery, breathing a sigh of relief when she took it. We listened to the tour guide as she led us around the home, but I had trouble focusing. I wanted to hurry up through the tour so I could be alone with Avery. The tour guide finally let us loose in the gardens. Declan ran ahead of us to explore. We followed at a leisurely pace. Grounds people assembled a tent for a wedding scheduled for this evening.

      Avery picked up one of the potted flowers for sale on the way out.

      I liked to think it would always remind her of this day. I took it from her, paying for it.

      Declan had wandered into the gift shop, so we were alone.

      “I know this wasn’t an exciting day for you and Declan, but thanks for joining me. Things are better when you experience them with someone.” Her eyes widened at her admission.

      My thumb coasted over her lips. “I like doing things with you. It’s like seeing my hometown all over again for the first time.”

      I leaned down, kissing her lightly on the lips. It was a promise for more. “I can’t wait for tonight.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I have this weird feeling when I’m with you, like I’m falling off a cliff.”

      A weird sinking sensation settled in my stomach. This was real. Her words were proof she was as into this as I was. “That’s a good thing.”

      “I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Avery

      

      

      I tried texting Griffin several times to call off tonight but each time I pulled up his contact reading his last text see you tonight, I couldn’t do it. I saw Declan and Griffin’s disappointed faces. I was in too deep.

      I was panicking, wanting to claw back up the cliff to safety where no one had a hold over my life, their words didn’t matter, their actions didn’t faze me. Back to the life I lived before Declan and Griffin. The one that was also devoid of light and happiness.

      If I wanted something more, if I wanted to be happy, I needed to take a risk. I needed to trust Griffin wouldn’t betray me like Wes had.

      I pulled half of my hair into a small bun, curling the ends of the hair that was down. The color of my hair contrasted nicely against the sapphire color of my dress. I tried to steady my hand as I used the mascara wand on my lashes, trying to remember Dylan’s tutorial from last night. Finished, I stared at the woman in the mirror, unrecognizable.

      I wasn’t hiding anymore. I wasn’t living half a life. I was vibrant. I was a woman who saw what she wanted and went after it. I closed my eyes. I wanted Griffin, but how long would he want me? What would happen when he found out I was cold inside? I tried to push out the doubts, the fears, the worries that he’d decide I wasn’t worth the trouble.

      The worries of leaving myself unprotected, giving someone else power to hurt me crept in, making my hands shake, my stomach tighten. The knock sounded on the door, startling me from reverie.

      He was here. I’d left my clutch and heels by the door, so I headed that way, taking steadying breaths as I walked. I pulled open the door, not feeling any more settled.

      My knees felt loose. I kept my eyes on his face even when I wanted to slowly peruse down his body, taking in his trim form in the suit. I knew without looking he was achingly handsome.

      His eyes filled with appreciation at the sight of me. “You look gorgeous.”

      Not hot. Not sexy. Gorgeous. “Thank you.”

      He stepped in the doorway, his hand on my neck, tilting my chin up. “I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful.” His voice was full of admiration.

      I wanted to say thank you, say something, but I couldn’t. I could only nod slightly, parting my lips in invitation.

      He stepped closer, his feet on either side of mine, his hands on the back of my neck, lips touching mine. There was nothing tentative about it. It was demanding. When he finally lifted his head, taking a step back, my lips felt swollen, my skin warm and tingling.

      His eyes crinkled at the corners, his lips twitched. “Are you ready to go to dinner?”

      “Yes.” I grabbed my clutch, checking my compact for smeared lipstick before slipping into my shoes, then taking his offered hand.

      We walked down the narrow steps of my building onto the heat of the sidewalk. “I’ve never felt this nervous on a date before.”

      Griffin smiled. “That means I’m doing something right.”

      “It does?” Incomplete thoughts tumbled through my head. What was I doing? Why was I here? Could I trust him? I couldn’t settle on any one thought, the nerves making me jump from one thing to another.

      “My goal tonight is to make you feel everything, deny yourself nothing.”

      His words shot straight to my core. Could I let go of my reservations and fears, letting myself have one perfect night with him? I wanted to. I want that for him and for me.

      I wanted to tell him to take care of me, to take care of my heart, but the words died on my lips. It was too much, too soon. I could barely handle all of the emotions swirling inside, threatening to bubble over.

      He winked, squeezing my hand. “Let’s go eat. Then we can unwrap all this later.”

      Instead of sounding scary, the idea of him unwrapping me both figuratively and literally, sent tingles spreading over my skin, leaving goose bumps in their wake. I felt light, hopeful.

      I stepped inside his sleek sports car, not asking where we were going, trusting he’d taken care of every detail so I could relax. I laid my head back on the headrest, watching the sharp line of his jaw, the stubble he kept there, the muscles of his hands as he maneuvered the stick shift. My hands coasted over the buttery leather. “I didn’t know you drove this.”

      “It’s what I drove in California. It’s been sitting in the garage, waiting for a special occasion.”

      My brow raised. “Am I that special occasion?”

      His gaze skidded to me, then back to the road. “You know you are.”

      His eyes, his lips, his touch were full of unspoken promises of what would come later. I squeezed my thighs together, letting the anticipation build.

      He parked in front of the valet. “We’re here.”

      I looked around, seeing that here was the Annapolis Yacht Club. I loved that he’d made the effort to impress me with the sports car, the fine dining. “Fancy. I’m impressed, Mr. Locke.”

      He shifted his vehicle into park, lifting my hand from the supple leather of the seat, waiting until my gaze shifted from the window to him. He slowly and deliberately kissed the palm of my hand. “That was the intention.”

      My brain short-circuited not remembering what he’d said, heat curled in my belly swirling faster and faster in time with the beat of my heart. I touched my throat, searching for how to respond when my door opened. The moment was severed as he released my hand, the warmth of his lips branded there forever. I turned, offering my unmarked hand to the valet, stepping out.

      By the time I reached the sidewalk, Griffin was there, his arm at the narrow base of my back as he guided me down the sidewalk under the arch of the doorway into the pretentious club. I wanted to ask if he had a membership and where he was hiding his yacht, but his brother died on a boat, so I kept my lips pressed tightly together. I wouldn’t say anything to puncture this bubble we existed in. Not tonight, anyway.

      While Griffin murmured to the hostess, my gaze traveled around the room taking in the light reflected on the bay water, the people gathered on City Dock, the soft clink of glasses and hushed conversation ghosted over my ears, anchoring me in this moment.

      Griffin’s hand lightly touched my elbow before dragging down the soft skin of my arm, pausing on my racing pulse, then interlacing his fingers with mine. My eyes met his, my heart skipping a beat before he tugged me into motion, following the hostess to our seat. She said something I couldn’t register before leaving Griffin to pull the chair out for me.

      I settled in as he sat across from me. “What wine would you like?”

      “You pick.” I chewed on my lip as nerves settled in. I’d never been anywhere this fancy. There were too many pieces of silverware on the white tablecloths, a piano playing soft music in the center of the room.

      Griffin lifted the wine menu, his gaze pausing on my lips, before he refocused on the selection.

      My thoughts were still a tumbling mess of worries and concerns, I tried to push away, but just like in yoga, they were always there, fluttering around the edges. I gripped the menu tightly, the words swam in front of me.

      Griffin looked up from his menu. “I recommend the crab imperial.”

      “Yes. Please.” I was relieved he’d taken charge, ordering for me.

      “What? No arguments. No strong opinions about me picking something for you?”

      “Not tonight.” I was out of my element. Nervous yet excited for what I hoped would come after. “I trust you.”

      His eyes darkened at my words, as if he knew I was talking about more than his choice for entrees.

      I should clarify saying I trust him to order dinner and wine, but I didn’t. The words I’d thrown in the air between us lingered, casting a glow between us.

      He lowered his menu, placing his hand on the table between us, palm up in silent invitation.

      I placed my hand in his, soft and warm, my heart squeezed. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      “You’re welcome. I looked forward to this all week.”

      “Me too.”

      The waitress arrived, listing the specials, the wine list, I watched Griffin’s lips move as he ordered for us, powerless to listen or focus on anything but him.

      “Tonight’s different,” he remarked when the waitress left with the menus.

      “It is.” I couldn’t say why or how, but it was. Being with him felt right. Sitting across from him at this fancy restaurant, accompanying him to a fundraiser for the firm’s charity, walking side-by-side with his nephew as we toured the town. For once, I wasn’t going to question anything. I’d go with my gut fluttering with nerves.

      The waitress returned, pouring a white wine. I lifted the glass to my lips, conscious that Griffin studied my every move. I took a sip, the cool crisp liquid floating down my throat. I nodded at the waitress, setting the glass down for her to continue pouring. “It’s perfect.”

      Griffin’s lip tugged into a smile. “I thought you’d like it.” His voice was low, full of promise as if it was meant only for my ears.

      The waitress left so quietly, I barely noticed she was gone and we were alone again. My heart tugged toward him, seeking, wanting more. How would I get through the evening when I wanted to be in my apartment, slipping off my shoes, gathering my hair over one shoulder, tilting my head in silent invitation.

      I could imagine the slow drag of the zipper, inch by inch as my skin was revealed to him. His face lowering to the crook of my neck as he paused his descent, kissing, licking, maybe even biting before soothing the sensation with his lips.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Should I tell him? I wasn’t a seductress. I’d never had to be. “I’m thinking about taking off my dress.”

      “Jesus.” The word escaped his lips before he bit it, stopping whatever else he was going to say.

      The time I’d spent preparing for this evening was worth it, to feel his fingers curl tightly around mine, his thighs bracketing mine. The table was small, intimate, the glow of the candle dancing in his eyes. “Thank you for tonight.”

      I felt a little like Cinderella. The evening felt magical in this dress, with him on my arm, his attention focused solely on me. We talked about the restaurant, the music, the town, the sights I still wanted to see. We broke away from each other when dinner came, slowly enjoying our meal, as anticipation for what was to come heightened with each bite. I finished one glass of wine before he ordered another.

      He was all masculine confidence, used to the riches around him. He was at home here, the same as he was riding bikes with his nephew or walking through town. When our meal was cleared, he signed the check with a flourish before standing, his brow raised, his hand stretched palm up to me.

      I stood resting my hand in his, more than a point of contact, it was an offering of my trust to him. Trust he’d take care of me tonight and maybe in the future. I wasn’t thinking about whether this fairy tale would end at midnight. We walked hand in hand out to the valet stand. His sports car pulled to a quiet hum in front of us. He opened the door for me, helping me into the low seat.

      I pulled my dress around me so he could close the door, watching him round the hood. Black tux, shiny black sports car with its butter soft leather. He was sexy, and for tonight, all mine.

      He slid into his seat, the door shutting softly. “Where to?”

      “My place.” I’d never been surer about anything.

      Glancing at the rearview mirror, he pulled into traffic without another word, as if determined to meet my request as swiftly as possible. We rode in silence, his hand alternating between the gearshift and my thigh. The warmth of his palm was a contrast to the cool silkiness of my dress. I imagined what it would feel like if he pushed my legs apart, my dress falling away so he could run his hand up my bare leg to the strip of silk panties separating him from my pussy. I bit my lip, wanting more.

      He parked in front of my building, turning the car off, before turning to me. “May I come in?”

      “Yes, please.” I loved that he’d asked so politely, even when I had every intention of inviting him up.

      “I want to kiss you here, but I won’t be able to stop.” His door was open before his words left his mouth, rounding the hood with quick, sure strides. My door was open before I registered much else, his hand pulling me to my feet. The door shut behind me as I stepped onto the sidewalk.

      “Keys?” He held his hand out to me as I pulled the key from my tiny clutch.

      He unlocked the door, holding it open for me, his brow raised in silent question. If we stepped across the threshold, it would be the beginning or the end of something bigger than me, my wants, and desires.

      I stepped forward with one heel, a silent acceptance that being here with him was what I wanted. He shut and locked the door behind us, flicking on the overhead light. I lifted my dress, walking carefully up the stairs, conscious of my sharp breath in my ears, the weight of his gaze on my ass. When I stepped on the landing, his fingers gripped my hips. “Don’t turn. Not yet. I want you. Tell me you want me too.”

      Heat pooled in my belly, anticipation formed as well as wetness in my panties. “Yes. Please.”

      He lowered his head to my shoulder, pushing my hair to the other side, while his lips ghosted my neck, the heat of his chest on my back. “Say my name when you tell me you want me.”

      I arched my back, silently begging him for more, my hand reaching behind me to grasp his thigh. “I want you, Griffin.”

      He groaned, his teeth running down my neck, his hand leaving my hip to slowly drag the zipper down. My heart beat hard and fast in my chest, my blood roared in my ears, tingles ran down my spine as he stepped impossibly closer, his hardening cock nestled against my ass.

      I wanted to moan in desperation. I wanted to turn in his arms but I didn’t. I waited for his seduction. I wanted it. I needed it. I was desperate for it. “Griffin,” I begged, pleaded. “Please.”

      His tongue licked a light, barely perceptible trail down my spine as my zipper continued its descent. The dress gaped open when it stopped at the swell of my ass. His bare hand covering the base of my spine, warm and steady. “No bra.”

      I wanted to say I couldn’t wear one with this dress. That it was built in, but no words left my parted lips. My breath came in short, rapid spurts as I waited in anticipation for what he’d do next. Would he pull my dress the rest of the way off, or would he turn me in his arms, taking my lips with his? I teetered on my heels, sucking in a breath, waiting for him to decide.

      He pushed the shoulders of my dress down my arms, over my bare breasts, my nipples puckered as they met the air, down over my hips until it was a puddle at my feet. “You’re so sweet.”

      His hands ghosted up my hips, the dip of my waist, the sides of my breasts. My body trembled in anticipation. I was bared to him with the exception of a tiny strip of thong.

      He kissed my neck again while I silently begged him to take my breasts in his hands, cupping them, lifting them, flicking a thumb over my nipples.

      “Griffin.” No one had ever made me feel so desperate. I could have turned, taking things into my own hands but I didn’t. I wanted him to take control, to show me what he wanted. I’d never allowed a man to take charge in the bedroom or anywhere else. I trusted him to take care of me. “I want you, Griffin.”

      My words sprung his fingers into action, he cupped my breasts as my head fell back on his chest, my eyes closing at the exquisite pleasure, the nerves sending a signal to my pussy. Pleas fell from my lips that I couldn’t begin to register. When his thumbs brushed my nipples, I sunk back into him, giving him my weight. The starch stiffness of his tux a stark contrast to the soft skin of my back.

      “You’re so fucking sexy.” Everything about his words, his touch, were real, were honest. There was no act, only lust and passion for me.

      I whimpered, unable to form intelligent words.

      His fingers drifted down my quivering belly, playing with the band of my black silky thong before he plunged inside, my head exploding with anticipation. I widened my stance, turning my head, begging for his lips on mine. He dipped his head, meeting the silent plea on my lips, while two fingers confidently separated my folds before sliding inside. My legs threatened to buckle. It was erotic, sexy, too much, yet not enough.

      He held me up, pumping into me in a steady rhythm, the fabric of his suit chafing my back, his other hand kept my nipple hard and aching. The need built inside until it was a living, breathing thing. I needed more. I wanted more. His thumb pressed hard on my clit as his fingers kept up its pattern until the orgasm crashed over me like the waves on a cliff, hard and rough. Soft moans fell from my lips, as my limbs turned to liquid in his arms.

      He removed his fingers, leaving me wanting before swinging me easily into his arms. I kissed his neck, his collarbone, wanting his bare skin on mine. Tossing me onto the bed, I bounced once, before moving to kneel in front of him, conscious of my heels digging into my ass as I watched him unravel his tie, loosen his collar, slowly releasing each button. My thighs slick with my sweat moved restlessly beneath me. I wanted to help him, but I didn’t. This night would unfold the way he wanted.

      The feeling of offering myself to him, mind and body, was achingly sweet. I’d been numb for so long that when I opened myself to feelings, they washed over me like a pulsing thing, getting stronger with each second. I bit my lip, stopping the plea that threatened to escape.

      He undid his cuff links before dropping his shirt to the floor. “Don’t hold back.”

      “I don’t want to rush you.” I shifted on my knees to the edge of the bed, closer to him, my nipples still hard and aching. I spread my legs, settling onto my haunches, wanting to feel my skin against the fine hair on his chest.

      His eyes dropped to the space between my legs, his fingers moved faster, throwing his shirt on the floor, unbuckling his belt. My gaze drifted down his sculpted chest to the trail disappearing into his pants. He unzipped his pants, pushing them down over his hips, revealing black briefs barely containing his erection.

      My mouth dry, I licked my lips, wanting to see his cock, taste him.

      He grabbed a condom from his wallet before kicking his pants to the side, stepping closer to me. I pulled his briefs down by the waistband, sucking in a sharp breath when his hard cock sprang free. I lowered my head, licking the precum before taking him deep.

      His hips jerked as he lightly laid his hands on my shoulders as if to steady himself. My heart softened even more. His care, his concern, was breaking down any last barrier between us. When his cock touched at the back of my throat, I swallowed, gripping the base in my hand. I pulled back, circling the hard head of his cock with my tongue, before sucking him down again.

      “If you keep doing that I won’t be able to stop—”

      His cock bumped the back of my throat again. I swallowed, wanting him to lose control.

      He gripped my shoulders, pulling me off of him, lightly pushing on my shoulder until I laid back on the bed, spreading my legs, aching for him to touch me.

      “You’re so sexy.” He knelt on the bed, his hands running over my heels, my calves, up the back of my legs to my hips before pulling my thong down my thighs and off. His shoulders pushed my thighs impossibly wider.

      “I want you inside me.”

      “I will be.” Then his mouth was on my clit as he licked and sucked, his fingers slipping inside.

      I lifted my hips, trying to get closer to his lips, his tongue. A climax was building again, slower and steadier than last time. My legs were quivering with need, my head rolling back and forth, my fingers tangled in his hair.

      I was baring myself to him, physically and emotionally. This was more intimate than anything I’d ever done with another man. He could see inside me, the good and the bad, and he accepted me as I was. The realization stuck in my chest, threatening to burst. I moaned as the orgasm crescendoed over me, the pleasure filling my body, my mind, my heart.

      He licked me through the pulsing, thrust through the clenching, until I was a mass of limbs on the bed, blissed-out on him. I watched him lazily as he ripped open the condom, smoothing it down his hard cock. He shifted on his knees, nudging my pussy with the head of his cock.

      He raised his brow at me.

      “I want you.” At every step of the way, I reaffirmed this is what I wanted. He was what I wanted.

      He slid inside, bracing his hands on either side of me, the sense of being one with him surged through me, leaving me weak. I wrapped my legs around his waist, my heels digging into the back of his thighs, my arms around his shoulders, as he inched deeper, bringing us impossibly closer.

      I rarely fucked anyone in this position. Face-to-face was too intimate. I preferred doggy style, reverse cowgirl, any position where I wasn’t staring into a man’s eyes. It was easier to emotionally detach, but I didn’t want that with Griffin.

      From the second he entered my apartment this evening, he’d demanded more of me than anyone else. He’d given me two orgasms, softening me for him, before sliding inside me in more ways than one. I knew after tonight, he’d be embedded in me no matter what happened. He’d settled under my skin, branding me, marking me as his.

      His lips met mine, imitating the rhythm of his thrusts. I lost myself in his kiss, in each thrust, going deeper with each roll of his hips. I pulled him closer, wanting nothing separating us. I couldn’t get close enough to him. I wanted to crawl inside, never leaving.

      All too soon, the familiar sensation built at the base of my spine, radiating out to my limbs, as my pussy clenched around him. A few more seconds and he followed me over, resting his head on the pillow next to mine.

      “Was that okay?” he mumbled into my ear.

      “It was more than okay.” A smile played on my lips. It was everything I’d never experienced and a promise of things to come. I wanted to say thank you for opening my eyes, for making me see how things could be different, but I tapped that down quick. Being more open with sex was one thing, admitting he was changing my perception on life is another. I’d given my body to him, but I couldn’t give myself fully to him, could I?

      He lifted away, studying my face. I smiled at him before he kissed me once, twice, before shifting off the bed to the bathroom. My body was sore, aching, overheated. My head a jumble of emotions I couldn’t process, contentment, longing, and desire for more.

      He slid into bed as I drifted in that place between wakefulness and sleep, unbuckling my heels and sliding them off. “Rest. I’m not done with you.”

      He woke me sometime later, his mouth on my pussy, his hands cupping my ass, coaxing another long-drawn-out orgasm before entering me again. This time he flipped me to my stomach, pulling my hips up, pushing my shoulders down. Why did I think doggy style was less intimate? This position was more. His balls slapped against my pussy, his cock deeper than before. I was open to him, to whatever he wanted. I pushed back, meeting him thrust for thrust as he reached around to tweak my nipples.

      Testing angles, he found that sweet spot as I reached back, grabbing his thigh to encourage him to keep hitting it. The pressure built as he slid his hand from my breast to my clit. He circled it with two fingers as I gasped from the overwhelming feelings coursing through me, desire, pleasure, need, want.

      We climaxed within seconds of each other, his weight pressing me into the mattress. I relished in the aftermath, not wanting him to leave. I tensed, recognizing that feeling as dangerous. He pushed the hair off my neck, kissing my shoulder, my back, before easing off me to take care of the condom.

      “I have to go. I want to be home in case Declan changes his mind about the sleepover. He’s coming home early tomorrow either way.”

      I rolled to see the clock. It was late. “That’s fine.”

      It was normal for a guy to leave after sex, my heart shouldn’t be longing for him to stay all night, hoping he’d wake me in the morning for another mind-blowing orgasm, sliding a plate of eggs he’d made across the counter at breakfast.

      “It’s not fine.” His words were clipped as he lowered himself over me, his forearms braced on either side of my shoulders.

      I smiled, his soft hair sifting through my fingers. “You have a boy to take care of. I understand.”

      “I want to be with you all night.” The desire to stay was clear in the stiff set of his shoulders, the longing in his eyes.

      “Me too.” That seemed to satisfy him as he kissed me briefly before pushing off the bed. He gathered his clothes, layering them on piece-by-piece. His hair was messy, his shirt wrinkled. Flashes of the evening came back to me, stirring something inside. Dislodging something dark and heavy from my chest.

      I pushed back the emotion, the tears that threatened to fill my eyes. This is why I didn’t allow myself to feel. When I did, it was overwhelming, interfering with my good sense, my carefully constructed life, everything.

      “Walk me to the door?”

      I couldn’t resist his plea, pulling on the short silk kimono I kept on the back of my door.

      After I’d tied the robe around my waist, Griffin’s hands settled on my shoulders, turning me to face him. “I wish I could stay.”

      “Me too. Maybe another time.” I went up on tiptoe to kiss him before dropping back to my bare feet, leading him to my front door. He kissed me one last time, leaving me wanting more before leaving me in my usual state, alone.

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    






Griffin

        

      

    

    
      Avery’s cheeks were flushed, her hair mussed, her nipples visible through the soft silk of her robe. I wanted to stay, to run my hands up her thighs, between her legs, breathing in her scent, wrapped up in her limbs. I’d wanted it more than I’d ever wanted anything, more than the success of my company, more than my next breath.

      I couldn’t understand why she thought she was incapable of emotions, of feelings, of living life to the fullest. She was adventurous in bed, letting me take her where she needed to go. She never once tried to take control or shutter her emotions. I hadn’t been alone. She was with me during every touch, kiss, and move.

      I tightened my fingers around the steering wheel, worried Avery would feel differently in the light of day. She’d pull back, putting space between us, telling herself it was nothing but sex, an excellent fuck after an amazing date, but it wasn’t. She was more than that. She was everything I wanted and needed in my life. I’d make her believe in us, in what we had together, and what we could be.

      I was used to selling people on the vision of my software, on the reach of my company, but my greatest challenge would be convincing Avery Arrington that we were amazing together. It would probably be the most difficult thing I’d attempted other than taking on Declan but if she gave in to me, into the idea of us, she would be the greatest addition to my life.

      She gave me hope, meaning, and purpose. Now if I could only convince her that we had potential.
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        * * *

      

      The next week, I hummed with energy. I researched possible investment opportunities. I even looked at my notes for the software program I’d hoped to develop with my old company. It was the one thing I’d never discussed with Damon. Maybe some small part of me knew he wasn’t trustworthy.

      I could develop the software, test it, then shop it around. I didn’t need a partner. I could do this on my own. The first few months after Damon and Lorelai’s betrayal, I was angry, confused as to how I’d missed them screwing around under my nose, convinced I’d never be able to focus on developing anything again. I wanted to sell the company, my condo, leaving California behind.

      The sale of the company only brought more media attention to how my relationship ended. Not to mention, when I found out they were cheating on me, they weren’t embarrassed. Damon and Lorelai were a happy couple as if the years I spent with her meant nothing. It was too much.

      I was grateful for the additional time I had with Julian, but when he died, my life was upended again. I put everything I had into making sure Declan was okay, being the best father figure I could be, despite my reservations about my qualifications. Then I met Avery, things were different. They were better.

      I felt hope for the future. It was the first time I’d felt any desire to work again. My creative juices were flowing. I spent hours while Declan was at camp, working. Avery came over in the evenings, or I called her for a video chat. Talking to her was the highlight of my day, but we hadn’t had alone time since our date at the yacht club.

      I’d thoroughly researched Kids Speak’s operations in New Orleans, calling the director there to get more information. Hadley’s program was successful, valued by both the parents and the schools. I was convinced Hadley knew what she was doing and was right to expand into Annapolis.

      I wanted to be involved in a local program that helped kids. I couldn’t think of a better use of money except possibly Cade’s nonprofit, Morrison Rebuilds. We’d exchanged numbers at the Kids Speak charity, so I’d reached out to see if we could meet up.

      He had a slow day today, so he was able to meet for lunch at Federal House. When I walked in, he was sitting at one of the high-top tables by the bar, watching sports highlights on the TV.

      Cade stood when he saw me, shaking my hand. “Hey.”

      “Thanks for meeting with me.”

      Cade settled back into his seat. “No problem. I had some free time today.”

      I sat across from him. When the waitress stopped by, I asked for water. “I wanted to talk to you about Morrison Rebuilds. I remember what you’d said at the fundraiser, did some digging online, but the stories are the before and after photos. I want to know how you’re operating, what you need.”

      Cade raised his brow. “Thinking of investing?”

      “Possibly. I haven’t been involved in any projects since I left California. I think it’s time to get back in the game.”

      “Sure. We renovate properties for families who need their homes to be handicapped accessible. I joined forces with my brother recently, hoping to take on more projects.”

      So far, it sounded promising. “Where do you get your funding?”

      The waitress stopped by, we ordered sandwiches, and she took our menus.

      When she left, Cade focused on me. “Some families have grants through the government, we fund the rest.”

      It wasn’t good business to fund the projects himself especially if it had a negative impact on his cash flow. I respected him because of his selfless act to make a difference in people’s lives. It was impressive. “You can’t keep doing that.”

      A pained expression crossed his face. “I know. It’s draining our profits, but once I know what the family needs, it’s hard to stop when the budget doesn’t cover it.”

      “I get that.” My brain hummed with ideas. This is what I wanted to do, step in to help nonprofits that needed the money. They were making a real difference, not just using the charity to promote their name or other business endeavors.

      “Dylan is working with us to raise more money, get investors, to take the pressure off so we could focus on construction, not the money side of things.”

      I’d seen what Dylan did for Kids Speak, she had talent. “Should I be talking to her?”

      “Both of us. I’d like to stay in the loop.”

      “I can do that. Can I see one of your projects?”

      “Of course. We have one in progress if you’d like to see that one after lunch?”

      “Definitely.” Now that I’d made the decision to get back into investing, I was eager to be involved. The familiar motivation to do something meaningful was back in full force.

      Talk turned to what it was like growing up in Annapolis. The food arrived and we dug in.

      When our plates were pushed back, I said, “Thanks for meeting with me.”

      “I’m glad we have another male in our circle. It’s all women if you know what I mean.”

      Hadley, Dylan, and Avery. “I don’t know if I’m in your circle exactly.”

      “Aren’t you dating Avery?” Cade’s posture stiffened.

      “We’ve been seeing each other,” I said cautiously. Labels would irritate Avery. Cade knew I took her out the other night, but I wasn’t sure what she’d shared with her friends.

      Cade’s eyes settled on mine. “Avery’s special. She’s been through a tough time. Hadley worries about her.”

      “I’m glad she has good friends.” I was happy she had a good support system. She acted like she was alone, but she wasn’t.

      Cade gave me a pointed look. “If you hurt her, I’ll hear about it.”

      “I have no intention of hurting her.” I respected that Avery’s friends looked out for her, but I worried she’d be the one to hurt me and Declan.

      Cade nodded. “Good. Is it the real deal with her?”

      “I think so. I can’t speak for her.”

      “She’s a tough one.” Cade shook his head.

      I chuckled. “You’re telling me. You have any advice?”

      “No. I don’t really know her. I just listen when Hadley talks. She’s been through a lot. Hasn’t had a lot of love in her life. She doesn’t trust easily.”

      “She doesn’t, which makes everything with her better.”

      Cade smiled and nodded, seemingly satisfied with the response. “Make sure it stays that way.”

      We stood. I was excited to get started on these projects and work on my own stuff. Things were coming together in Annapolis. Declan was settling into life with me, I had solid projects to sink my money into, and promising software to develop.

      I followed Cade to his jobsite, impressed with his process. He did quality work. He needed additional funding to fulfill his vision of more projects, more renovations. I fully intended to make that happen.

      As I drove home, I wondered what it would take for Avery to stop holding me at arm’s length. There were times she let me in, times she pushed me away. I wanted to be all-in.

      It would take dedication and determination, but I was ready for the challenge. When I got down to the essence of Avery, it would be worth it. She was worth it.

      At home, I texted her, asking her out. When she agreed, I messaged Ian’s mom asking if Declan could come over that night. Avery clearly saw herself in Declan, but I wanted more time with her alone when Avery couldn’t use Declan as a buffer. When it was just her and me.
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        * * *

      

      Driving Declan to and from his private school was the only time he was quiet. I figured it was the best time to ask him if he was okay with me dating Avery.

      Declan slid into the back seat, buckling his booster before I pulled from the curve.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror, finding him looking out the window. “How was school?”

      “It was good.”

      It wasn’t unusual for him not to say anything about his day until later, when he was playing or eating dinner. Patience was usually key to getting information, but tonight I’d need to lead him a little to find out what he was thinking and feeling. “I’ve been spending a lot of time with Avery.”

      I glanced in the rearview mirror in time to see Declan’s lips tilt up.

      “I like her.”

      “I know you do, and I think that’s great, but what would you think if we were dating?” My fingers tightened on the wheel as I kept my gaze on the road. I wanted to look in the rearview mirror again but instead, I waited for his answer with bated breath. I didn’t know what I would do if he wasn’t okay with it.

      “Would you kiss?” His voice was soft and tentative.

      I blinked at the road, trying to make sense of his question. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Married people kiss, right?” His voice was louder, more confident this time, as if it was something he’d heard from someone else.

      “Um.” I was not prepared for this conversation. “We’re not getting married, but we’d like to get to know each other better.”

      “So, you can only kiss after you’re married?”

      I wanted to say ideally yes, for you, absolutely, but we were talking about me. “You can kiss before you get married, bud.”

      “Oh.”

      I glanced in the mirror to see his eyebrows squished together. I hoped I wasn’t screwing him up with this conversation. I wasn’t sure where he was getting his ideas of marriage when Julian hadn’t been married. “Did your dad ever date that you know of? You know, take a woman out to dinner?”

      “We never talked about it, not like this.”

      “Do you think you’d be okay with me spending more time with Avery? It would mean she’d be over at our house more.”

      “Would she sleep over like I do at Ian’s?” His voice raised as if he was excited at the prospect.

      I sighed, pleased he seemed okay with it. “Yeah, sleepovers, dinners, watching movies.”

      “She’ll still play Legos with me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I’m okay with it.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I still wasn’t sure Declan grasped the concept of dating and marriage, but he seemed to understand Avery would be in our lives, spending time with us, that’s all that mattered. “I’m glad we had this talk.”

      “Me too, Uncle Griff.” He was quiet for a few seconds until we pulled into the garage. “But sometimes you ask silly questions.”

      I chuckled. Leave it to a kid to think what you asked them was silly when everything hinged on his answer. I opened my door, then his, waiting for him to climb out. “The important thing is that you like Avery.”

      “I do, she’s the best. She loves playing Legos.” He ran ahead of me, using the spare key in the garage to open the door.

      I followed more slowly, wishing life was that simple. You hang out with them because they like what you like. You spend more time with them because you enjoy their company. You plan a future together because it feels right. I hoped I hadn’t set Declan or me up to be hurt.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






Avery

        

      

    

    
      Griffin wanted to go out, just him and me. Dinners at his house were easy and comfortable. Declan was always there. Over the phone, there was a built in barrier. But tonight we’d be alone. The memory of our last night alone made me excited for a repeat, yet nervous at the same time.

      He rang my doorbell.

      Glancing at the clock, he was on time. I took one last look in the mirror, smoothing my sundress over my thighs. I’d gone with simple and flirty.

      I opened the door, my hands shaking from nerves, my voice sounding out of breath as if I’d run to the door. “Hey.”

      He smiled, his gaze sweeping over me from head to toe. “Hey. Are you nervous?”

      “No. Of course not.” Unsettled that he’d noticed, I stepped back so he could enter.

      He moved with me, placing his hands on my shoulders, steadying me. “I missed you.”

      I breathed out, wondering why I’d been nervous at all. “I missed you too.”

      He leaned down, kissing me light and sweet, his hand moving up to my neck. I went up on tiptoes, wrapping my arms around his neck, pressing my breasts against his chest. The kiss went deeper, the stirrings of desire swirled in my stomach. I wanted to wrap my arms around his waist, letting him back me against the wall. He’d move my thong to the side, shoving his pants down, slipping inside. It would be hard and fast, a welcome home. Instead, he slowed his kisses before stepping back.

      “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I’m sure my hair was mussed, my cheeks flushed, but his simple words of kindness got to me like nothing else.

      “Are you ready?”

      I grabbed a jean jacket off the hook and my purse. School started, summer was slipping into fall, bringing warm days but cooler evenings. Closing and locking the door behind us, I asked, “What did you have planned?”

      “Nothing.” When we reached the sidewalk, he interlaced his hand with mine.

      “Nothing?” I looked at him in surprise.

      “I thought we could take a walk, find a place to eat, have a drink, talk.”

      “That sounds lovely.” I don’t think I’d ever used that word before—lovely. That’s what being with him was like. It was sweet, comfortable, exciting, fun, full of anticipation giving way to hope and maybe even love.

      “I wanted to surprise you, but sometimes the best surprises are the ordinary.”

      “Nothing is ordinary with you.”

      He looked at me as if studying me, measuring my words, the meaning behind them. “You’re remarkable. You’re like finding a gem in the water. I coaxed you out of the mud, scrubbed you clean to find the shining jewel underneath that no one saw or ever took the time to discover.”

      His words exploded in my chest, sending bright shimmery sensations fluttering through my body.

      “I didn’t mean that in a bad way—”

      “No. I knew what you meant. I don’t think anyone’s ever said anything more beautiful. You’re a romantic, you know that?”

      He winked, an easy smile on his face. “First, I’m a charmer, then a romantic.”

      “You’re that and more.” I wanted to ask if he was like this with Lorelai, but I didn’t. It would ruin this perfect moment with the sun setting in oranges and reds behind his head. People walked past laughing and talking, but there was no one but him and me. Our hands swung a little, my heart light, my mind clear.

      He squeezed my hand. “You’re good for my ego.”

      “I could say the same for you.” I tilted my face toward his, feeling relaxed, happy.

      He smiled down at me. “What are you in the mood for?”

      “Can we eat by the water?”

      “There’s only one place for that.”

      I smiled. “Then let’s go there.”

      We walked to the only restaurant where you could eat on the patio overlooking the water. When we were seated, I said, “You promised you’d bring me here.”

      “I keep my promises.” His eyes never strayed from mine, his hands clasped together as he rested on his elbows.

      My breath caught. “You’re too good to me.”

      “You are under the mistaken impression that I’m good for you when you are better for me. Before you came into my life, I was struggling. I wasn’t sure I was the right choice for Declan. I couldn’t even think about work or what I should do with my life.” He held my hand on the table between us.

      “And now?” I was mesmerized by the soft stroking of his thumb over the underside of my wrist. It sent shivers down my spine, making it difficult to draw a deep breath.

      “And now I know I’m the right choice for Declan. I’m investing in Morrison Rebuilds and I’m working on new software.”

      “You are?”

      He smiled. “I’ve never been more focused. This software could be better than what I came up with before.”

      “That’s amazing, Griffin. I’m so happy for you.”

      The waitress stopped at our table. We placed our order for food and drinks.

      When she left, I asked, “I didn’t realize you were working with Cade on Morrison Rebuilds.”

      “Yeah, we talked at the Kids Speak fundraiser. Then I met him for lunch last week. He’s going to show me one of his projects.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about him being friends or business partners with Cade. It brought him farther into our circle, raising the stakes if things between us didn’t work out. “I guess I thought you didn’t want to partner with anyone anymore.”

      “I can’t go through life not trusting anyone because of what Lorelai and Damon did. Besides, I won’t be his partner. I’ll be a silent investor. I give him money, but he chooses how he uses it.”

      He talked about Cade and his business, then what he was working on. I nodded and smiled in the right places but something was niggling my brain. Was it the fact he’d seemingly gotten over what had happened to him? Could I do the same? Could I let go of the past forging a new path with Griffin?

      My heart swelled in my chest, emotion welling in my throat that I could leave the past where it was meant to be, that I could move on a lighter, happier person, open to whatever life had to offer.

      “Are you okay?” Griffin paid the bill, then stood, waiting for me so we could leave.

      “Yeah.”

      When we were outside, Griffin paused by his car. “Did you want to come back to my house tonight?”

      “I don’t have my car. I need to leave early tomorrow morning.”

      His eyes were steady on mine, lowering his voice, he said, “I’d like you to stay.”

      I tilted my head. “I know Declan’s at his friend’s house, but are you sure that’s a good idea? What if Declan found out, or he isn’t okay with us being together? Is it too much too soon?”

      “I spoke with Declan, told him we were dating. I’m not sure how much he understands, but he said he was okay with it.”

      I felt almost giddy at the idea he’d spoken to Declan. It was a sign that Griffin was serious about us. He wasn’t stringing me along, or hiding me like a secret, he was all-in with me, and I needed to be the same with him.

      I wanted to stay overnight. I wanted the peace that seemed to settle over me when I was with Griffin. “Okay.”

      He opened the passenger side door, waiting for me to get inside. We drove in silence with Griffin glancing over to smile at me every few minutes as if he couldn’t believe I was here.

      I wanted to reassure him. Tell him I was in this as deeply as he was but I was afraid I wasn’t. I wanted to be with him. I longed for what I’d never had but something always seemed to hold me back. I wasn’t sure I was as strong as he was.

      He parked in his garage, leading me through the house to his bedroom. He turned to face me. “I need to call and check on Declan.”

      “Okay. I’ll use the bathroom.”

      He leaned closer, breathing the words across my mouth, “I’ll be right back,” then he kissed me on the lips, lingering for a few seconds before pulling away. His eyes held a promise of more to come.

      Smiling, I went into the bathroom, removing my jewelry, washed my face, and took off my clothes. I vowed not to bring any of my worries or fears into the bedroom tonight. I’d give in to whatever I was feeling.

      When I came out of the bathroom, Griffin sat on the edge of the bed. His gaze drifted slowly from my bare toes up my body. “Avery?”

      I moved between his legs, his hands automatically rising to touch my hips lightly as if he was afraid to hold me in place, he was uncertain I wanted to be here. “I want this. I want to be with you.”

      Griffin’s expression morphed from uncertainty to relief as he tugged me closer, kissing my stomach, nuzzling my breasts before sucking one nipple into his mouth. The grip on my hips tightened, his fingers digging into my skin. I welcomed the bite, the slight pain, the knowledge he wanted me too. I spread my legs as wide as I could with his legs bracketing mine, begging for his touch, his lips lower.

      I gave over to the sensations, his breath on my breasts, his lips on my nipple, trailing kisses to the other before sucking it into his mouth. He lifted me until I straddled his hips on the bed, his hard cock nestled between my legs with nothing but his shorts between us. With one arm holding me in place, he caressed my breasts, licking and sucking, while I writhed in his lap seeking more friction, a sense of rightness and contentment settling over me.

      When he finally lifted his head, I kissed him, my fingers tangled in his hair. I wanted this to last forever. I wanted this sweet contentment to be mine. When his finger touched my clit, I jerked in his arms, spreading my legs wider as I moaned into his mouth. His finger slid inside as I rode his finger. I wanted his cock inside me, filling me up.

      He moved me so I was lying on his bed as he shoved his shorts down then off, his shirt ripped over his head. Every movement jerky, hurried as if he couldn’t get inside me fast enough. He ripped the condom open, smoothing it down his erection before he was kneeling over me, nudging my legs apart before hooking one leg around his arm, entering me in one swift motion. My inner muscles squeezed his cock, silently urging him to move.

      My head tipped back when he didn’t move, closing my eyes at the sensation of him filling me.

      “You feel so good.”

      My eyes flew open at his words, to find his gaze on mine, full of emotion. I smoothed his hair back from his face. “You do too.”

      I wanted to pause this moment, stay here forever, him filling me, his body surrounding me. He slowly began to pump, my hips tipping up to meet him with each long thrust.

      My chest filled with warmth, spreading to my limbs, my fingertips tingling. I closed my eyes, tears welling behind them. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I’d promised myself I wouldn’t worry or doubt myself, I’d let myself feel.

      “Avery, open your eyes.” His words were light, pleading, not commanding.

      I couldn’t deny him anything. My eyes opened, the tears shimmering for him to see.

      He dropped my leg, lowering his head, kissing first one eyelid then the other. “Are these for me?”

      “I’m not sure.” I wasn’t sure what was coming over me except that it was all-encompassing.

      His mouth was on mine and I didn’t need any more answers, just my hips meeting his, his tongue reaching for mine. When we climaxed together, I thought my heart would beat out of my chest. A light sheen of sweat covered our bodies, our breath was ragged and rough, his fingers gripped my shoulder tightly as if stopping me from rolling away.

      I had nowhere I wanted to be except here. Eventually, Griffin rolled over, going to the bathroom to take care of the condom. He slipped in behind me, his arm around my middle, his body curved around mine, his breath in my hair.

      His body was tense as if he had something he wanted to say, but he didn’t. I refused to question anything, but to be content with him in the moment.

      We drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning I woke to the sounds of Declan and Griffin talking in the kitchen. The sheets beside me were warm as if Griffin had only recently gotten up. Instead of languishing in bed, I wanted to join them. I wanted to be part of the laughter, the conversation. Remembering the day I ran into them biking on a Saturday, touring the town, I wanted to be part of their weekend plans.

      I ignored the voice in my head that said this was a mistake, pulling on my sundress, brushing my teeth with Griffin’s toothpaste, and finger-combing my hair.

      What would Declan think? Was he too young to understand? Was it different because Griffin wasn’t his father, but his uncle? I trusted Griffin knew what he was doing with children because I didn’t. My vow to go with the flow last night would continue through today. I wanted to see what I was missing.

      I softly padded downstairs, pausing in the kitchen doorway, unsure for the first time this morning. I wanted to be here, but did Griffin want me here? I pushed away the thought he’d changed his mind, stepping inside to say, “Good Morning.”

      Declan was home from Ian’s, sitting on a stool in his pajamas as Griffin flipped pancakes in a T-shirt and shorts at the stove. They both looked up, then smiled.

      The warmth of their expression sent heat curling in my belly. What would it be like to wake up to these two every morning?

      Declan slid off the stool. “Hey, want to see my new police station?”

      My gaze went to Griffin, seeing only happiness. “Sure. I’d love that.”

      Declan slid his hand into mine, my heart stopped then beat rapidly as I caught Griffin’s satisfied gaze for a second before Griffin spun me, leading me upstairs to his room.

      Declan opened his door to chaos. Legos were strewn on the floor, his bed was unmade, every surface was covered in one of his Lego creations, the Hogwarts Castle, a police station, fire station. Last time I was in his room, it was neat and organized.

      “Wow. You’ve been very busy.”

      “I make them, tear them down, then make them again. It’s fun.”

      “I bet.” I sat cross-legged on the floor while he added on to his police station. We fell into an easy rhythm where I’d find the piece on the instructions and he’d add it.

      “Breakfast is ready,” Griffin said from the doorway, his expression soft.

      Declan stood, rushing out of the room ahead of me.

      I stood slower, brushing the lint from the carpet off my dress. Griffin crossed the room to me, wrapping an arm around my waist, kissing me. He tasted like pancakes and coffee. I loved Sunday mornings.

      “Come eat. I made a ton of pancakes.”

      We sat at the island eating pancakes and fruit. When we were finished, Griffin braced his hands on the countertop. “What do you say about going back to the shelter today and finding our dog?”

      Declan hopped off his stool, whooping in excitement. “I’ll grab my shoes.”

      “What do you think?” Griffin asked me, his eyes hopeful.

      A lightness filled my chest. “You want me to join you guys?”

      “You’re a part of our lives. Your opinion matters.”

      His words wrapped around my heart, squeezing until nothing remained but warmth in my chest. “I’d like that.”

      “I’ll go get dressed.”

      “Do you think we could stop by my house first so I can change?”

      “Sure.” After heading to my house so I could change into jeans and a T-shirt, we headed to the shelter. I’d forgotten how much I longed for a dog as a child. I was so happy to be included in Griffin and Declan’s day.

      Barking greeted us when we opened the door. Griffin and Declan had been there before, so the lady took them back to the cage of the dog they’d considered before.

      She handed Declan the chocolate puppy, whose eyes were wide with awe. “He’s twelve weeks. He’s ready to go home.”

      The sight of the soft wiggling puppy in Declan’s arms was so sweet. The puppy licked Declan’s face and he looked up at Griffin, love for the puppy already shining in his eyes.

      “You like him?” Griffin asked, smiling at him, then grabbing my hand.

      The movement pulled me further into this moment with them, the three of us. I hoped it was the first of many to come.

      We sank to the floor so Declan could cradle the pup in his arms without dropping him.

      I stroked the puppy’s soft head. “He’s so precious.”

      “You want him, bud?” Griffin’s voice was rough with emotion.

      “Yes,” Declan barely breathed as if talking too loudly would change Griffin’s mind.

      “He’ll be a lot of work in the beginning. We’ll need to take him out often to housetrain him. He’ll need to learn puppy manners too.”

      “I don’t mind, Uncle Griff. I’ll do it.” Declan’s eyes were determined as he squeezed the puppy tighter to him.

      I knew he’d try hard to be responsible.

      “What do you think, Avery?” Griffin looked over at me.

      “I think he’s perfect.” I was talking about the dog but my eyes were on Declan. In that moment, I knew I’d do anything for Declan. He’d been through way too much as a young child. One parent abandoning him, one dying. I wanted to make things better for him. I hoped this pup would help.

      “What should we name him?”

      “What about Potter?” Declan asked, letting the puppy wiggle out of his arms onto the floor between us.

      “For Harry Potter?” Griffin asked.

      Declan rolled his eyes as if it was obvious. “Yes.”

      I smiled at their easy exchange. “I love it. Such a distinguished name for this little ball of fur.” I pulled the wriggling puppy into my arms. I hadn’t considered a pet since I was a child, but now that Potter was in my arms, warm and snuggly, I couldn’t get enough. “I think I’m in love.”

      I kissed Potter’s head then lifted my gaze to Declan then Griffin who were watching me, their eyes full of happiness.

      I’d do anything to keep that look on their faces. I loved they included me, making me feel like part of their makeshift family.
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      On Friday, Dylan popped into my office. “Want to go out tonight?”

      “Um.” I tried to remember if Griffin mentioned any plans for this evening.

      She sat in the chair across from me. “Or do you already have a date with a certain landlord?”

      I glanced at my calendar. “Other than the meeting we have with him in a few minutes, we don’t have any plans.”

      “Perfect. I want you to meet a few men who are interested in volunteering with Kids Speak.” Dylan was practically vibrating with energy.

      Inwardly, I cringed. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m not good with schmoozing potential donors.”

      “I think it’s best if all three of us talk to them. We need to present a united front.”

      “Why is it so important?” It was rare for Dylan to ask me to speak to potential investors or volunteers.

      “I have a connection to professional athletes. I need your help.”

      “That’s amazing, Dylan. If you think it will help if I’m there, I will be.”

      “I do.”

      “How has everything else been going with Kids Speak?” I felt a twinge of guilt I hadn’t been more involved.

      “Hadley’s busy getting the program running in the schools. The financial stuff is falling to me.”

      “I’m sorry. I should have been more involved.” I’d been so wrapped up in Griffin, I hadn’t even thought about Kids Speak other than our weekly meetings.

      She waved me off. “It’s not your fault or your responsibility. Funding was mine.”

      “I don’t think anyone meant for you to shoulder it entirely on your own.” Guilt slid down my spine for not offering to help her.

      “You can make it up to me tonight at the yacht club. Wear a cocktail dress.”

      “Am I invited?” Griffin appeared in the doorway. “Hadley said I could head back.”

      Dylan tilted her head, a smirk playing on her lips. “Sorry, it’s a work meeting for Kids Speak. We’re speaking to a few potentially influential volunteers.”

      “Declan and I can have a guys’ night at home, video games, and junk food.” Griffin winked at me, his shoulders were relaxed, his hands in his pockets. He was casual in jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers. It was a stark contrast from our last meeting when he wore a pressed suit.

      He’d changed so much over the last few weeks since he initially walked into the office requesting my help. Had I done the same?

      “I’ll get my stuff and meet you in the conference room.” Dylan left us alone.

      I rose, gathering my legal pad and pen.

      Rounding my desk, Griffin gripped my hips, pulling me into him. “I missed you.”

      “You saw me at dinner last night.” I batted my eyelashes, teasing as if I hadn’t missed him when I had.

      “It’s not enough. It’s never enough.” He pushed a strand of hair off my forehead, his expression tender and full of love.

      My mind whirred with the possibility that Griffin could be in love with me.

      Sure, we liked each other, but wasn’t it too early for feelings of love? Pressure filled my chest, making it difficult to breathe. If he told me he loved me, what would I say?

      “Are you guys ready?” Dylan popped her head into my office.

      Relieved Dylan interrupted the moment, I stepped back from Griffin.

      Ever the gentleman, Griffin waited for me to precede him down the hall, my hips swaying a little more than usual knowing he was watching.

      I’d diffused feelings of love in relationships before by keeping the focus on sex, or if that didn’t work, walking away. Would I do the same with Griffin?

      We walked into the room, Dylan and Hadley were seated, laptops open in front of them.

      Once we were settled, I focused on why we were here. “We’re here to discuss the terms of a possible lease renewal.”

      “Here’s what I’m proposing.” Griffin stood, handing us each a letter addressed to Kids Speak and a copy of the new lease underneath.

      We were quiet for a few seconds, scanning the documents.

      “You want to fund Kids Speak?” Hadley asked, her eyes widening.

      My heart thudded in my ears, my breath low and erratic.

      “I’d like to see your financials and your business plan first, but yeah. I’m working with Cade on his Rebuilds program too. I’d taken a break from investing but I think I’m ready to jump back in.” He winked at me.

      I wanted to ask if he was doing this because of me, but he was also investing in Cade’s business, so probably not. It was a nice gesture. Thoughtful, kind, generous. Something bloomed in my chest, spreading outward to my limbs, making me feel light, almost as if I was floating on air. I shook my head to clear it.

      “This is amazing, Griffin. I’ll get everything you need right away.” Hadley’s excitement was palpable, the relief in her voice evident.

      “I can do that.” My voice was stiff. Why did I feel so weird as if nothing would be the same again? Griffin would be more tied to my business, the nonprofit, my friends, even Cade. He was embedding himself in my life when I’d kept things separate since Wes. When I hadn’t kept things separate, the fallout threatened my reputation and my career. I couldn’t let that happen again.

      Hadley shifted in her seat, holding Griffin’s letter tightly in her hand. “Thank you, Griffin. I hope you know we’d never ask you to donate to the organization. I don’t want you to think we’re friends with you because you have money—”

      “I don’t. This is something I want to do. I was at your fundraiser, Avery told me a little, but I also spoke to your director in New Orleans. I’m impressed with what you’ve done in New Orleans and what you’re trying to do here.”

      I was surprised he’d gone so far as to talk to Kids Speak’s New Orleans director, Winnie. Why hadn’t he mentioned it to me before? Was he keeping secrets from me? My mind was spiraling, remembering how Wes had chosen himself, his career, over me.

      “Thank you for your generosity. We should probably look at the lease agreement too.” I flipped to the last page of the lease, scanning until I saw the underlined figure, looking up at him in confusion, a low buzz started in my head, making it difficult to focus. “Griffin. This is barely more than we’re paying now. I don’t understand. I thought you wanted more money for the space.”

      His gaze was steady on mine. “You’re just starting out. You can use that money for the firm or to get Kids Speak off the ground. I don’t need the money. I don’t want to be that ruthless business guy anymore, not with people I’m involved with.”

      He was a shrewd businessman. The only reason he was giving us a deal now was that we were in a relationship, because we were sleeping together. “I don’t like this.”

      “Avery, be reasonable—” Dylan started.

      I ignored Dylan, addressing Griffin. “No. You’re donating to Kids Speak and giving us a deal because of our relationship, aren’t you?”

      Griffin’s lip set into a straight line. “You could choose to look at it that way or you could say you believe me when I say I want to help.”

      Hadley stood, leaving her laptop. “I’m going to grab some waters. Dylan, can you help?”

      I could practically feel Hadley’s brow raise as she spoke to Dylan, silently communicating, but my eyes never left Griffin.

      Uncomfortable tension filled the room when they left.

      “I don’t like this,” I repeated, remembering the moment when the dean at school called Wes and me into her office to tell us someone reported our relationship. How easily Wes denied being with me, how he accused me of pursuing him, then rejecting my unwanted advances. My stomach dropping, my head pounding, I couldn’t make sense of him like I couldn’t make sense of Griffin’s motivations.

      “You made that clear.” A muscle ticced in his jaw.

      “What if you change your mind? What if we break up?” Panic skirted the edges of my consciousness, making the ground unsteady.

      “If you sign it” —he pointed to the signature line— “you know it’s a legally binding contract.”

      “This lasts what, a year? If we break up, there’s a chance you’d raise the amount to something we couldn’t afford when the term ends. I’d rather negotiate an affordable amount now, so we know what we’re getting into. I’d rather you treat us like any other tenant.” I needed to get on even ground fast.

      “Is that what you think of me?” He looked at me then, his eyes furious, his muscles tensed.

      “Yes. No. I don’t know. Isn’t that the point? We don’t know each other, not really.” In the end, Wes had done the unthinkable, he’d stepped back, denying he’d ever felt anything for me. His words threatened everything I’d worked so hard to build. I’d trusted him. I thought he loved me, but I was wrong. I didn’t want to make the same mistake again.

      Griffin stood, his face a mix of barely concealed anger and frustration. He leaned his hands on the table, his face close to mine. “We do know each other. I know you are looking for any reason to leave, to break up with me. We don’t work unless you trust me.”

      My face flushed hot. It wasn’t that I couldn’t trust him, I couldn’t trust me.

      “We can’t be anything if you don’t trust me not to hurt you, Avery.” His softly spoken words, my name on his lips, was intended to appeal.

      It was working but I couldn’t be fooled by sweet gestures, promises of money, and the care in his tone. If something happened, he’d protect himself. I stood, wanting to work off my restless energy. “This isn’t about that.”

      “Then tell me what it’s about.” His voice was measured, dangerously low.

      Panic filled me, I couldn’t tell him the truth. I grasped for something more tangible, something that would make sense to him. “It’s about you changing your mind when this ends.”

      “Because the end is inevitable, right? There’s no way you could imagine us making it. You setting aside your fucked-up notions of what a relationship is or could be, to let us just be. If you let yourself feel what’s inside.”

      I flinched when he said fucked-up. “I thought that’s what I was doing.”

      We’d been living in this sweet spot. The honeymoon period of a relationship where everything was great. We hadn’t weathered any storms or maneuvered any difficulties. How could I be sure of how he’d react when we did?

      Griffin’s actions were catapulting us faster to our conclusion. His expectations were too high. One of us would screw things up, step over a line, expect too much. Then it would be over.

      Griffin was quiet, studying me, his shoulders rigid, his jaw tight.

      “What do you want from me?” I asked, knowing he’d already told me.

      “You know what I want. I want you. Not the woman afraid to take chances or put herself out there.” He slapped the table. “I want the one who’s been with me the last few weeks, getting to know me. The one Declan looks up to.”

      My heart squeezed at the mention of Declan. I’d let myself sink into their lives more each day thinking I could pull myself back from the edge.

      Looking at the pain on his face, I knew he hadn’t done the same. He’d opened himself up to me, the possibility of us. “I’m sorry. I’m not capable of what you’re asking.”

      “You don’t want to try.”

      “Mixing business and our relationship makes me uncomfortable. I would think you would understand. You went into business with a friend. Look how that turned out.” I knew it was a low blow but I felt like I was running full steam ahead into a fire. I couldn’t back out now. I had a split second to make a decision. Once made, it was too late to turn back.

      He blew out a breath, resting his hands on his hips. “I should have known better than to bring you into my life, into Declan’s. You were always up front with me. We were never going to amount to anything. You’re playing at a relationship, playing house with Dec and me, but we don’t mean anything to you. You were always going to walk away.” The last words were said with conviction.

      I shook my head, my eyes filling with tears, regret already filling my chest. “No, that’s not it. I have feelings for Declan and you.”

      “It’s not enough. I want you to be in this as much as I am.” He gestured at the contract still laying on the table. “That’s the lease. You can sign it today or any time before the original lease ends and I’ll honor it. It doesn’t matter to me if we’re together or broken up, I want the firm to be successful. I want Kids Speak to get off the ground. That’s how much I love you.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath, his admission hitting me like a punch to the gut, tipping my chest forward. Before I’d recovered from the force of his words, he was gone. Leaving me alone. I shivered in the chilled air, wrapping my arms around myself, sinking into the chair, the edges of my vision blurred.

      “Are you okay?” Hadley asked. “That sounded intense.”

      I waited until my vision cleared, until the heat of anger pushed any feelings of hurt away. I stood, gathering my things. “He said he’d honor the contract. You can sign it. I’ll gather what he needs for Kids Speak.”

      I walked out of the room, my heart pounding out of my chest. He’d said he loved me. It’s what I suspected, but nothing prepared me for how I’d feel when he said it.

      No one had ever said those words to me. I’d begged my parents to say them when I was a child. When I was ignored, I settled for the scraps they gave me. They paid for my clothes, my food, my home, later my education. When I was older, I justified it to myself. They loved me in their own way. That had to be enough.

      There was pain in Griffin’s eyes when he’d admitted his feelings. He knew I wouldn’t return the sentiment. I wanted to follow him to tell him he was wrong. That I had let him in, more than anyone else, that I could be the person he wanted me to be. Was it fair to ask him to give me time to get on the same page or would it be like me begging my parents to love me when they couldn’t express it?

      How would I know I was in love when I’d never experienced it before? It was never expressed to me in words or through physical actions. Anytime I got too close to a man, I pulled back, ran as fast as I could away from whatever I was feeling. Despite my best intentions, I’d done the same with Griffin. I didn’t know how to be what he needed.

      Maybe it was better this way. He’d broken it off with me, so there was no need to feel guilty. He’d made the decision even if I was the one who’d fucked up.

      Hadley appeared in my doorway. “Are you going to go after him?”

      “No. I don’t think he wants that.” The pressure in my chest built until I thought it would explode.

      “Dylan said I should stay out of it, but he said he loved you.”

      I winced. “You heard that?”

      Hadley’s eyes widened. “Did you respond?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      Hadley slumped into a chair, softening her voice. “Do you love him?”

      I ran through my memories of him—running into Griffin and Declan in Annapolis, touring the Naval Academy, evenings at his home, our first date at the yacht club, the times we’d spoken on the phone, adopting a puppy together. “I like him. But love? I don’t know.”

      Taking that leap, feeling whatever was churning in my chest, my head, left me exposed to be hurt.

      Dylan walked in, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t think you would know what love was unless it smacked you in the head.”

      “That’s a little harsh,” Hadley chided.

      “Is it? The man kept our rent low so we could get the firm off the ground. He’s investing in Kids Speak because it’s important to you. He cares about you.”

      “I know he cares. I care about him too. Why can’t that be enough? Why did he have to say those words?” The words I’d longed to hear but now ran from. How could I be so sure Griffin would be different than Wes?

      “He can’t help how he feels,” Hadley said gently.

      “I can’t either.” My jaw was set, my teeth ground together.

      “I don’t think you’re incapable of feelings. You’re so used to pushing down anything that’s like an emotion, you wouldn’t recognize it when you felt it,” Dylan said.

      Was that true? Could I love him and not know it? “How did you know when you were in love with Cade?”

      Hadley was quiet as if thinking for a few seconds. “I wanted to confront my father by myself. It was something I felt strongly about but Cade wanted to be by my side. His brother, Nolan, explained how Cade needed to be there for me. That’s when I realized Cade loved me. He wanted to support me out of his love for me. That’s when I realized I loved him too, maybe had for a while and didn’t realize it. That’s what Griffin’s doing. He doesn’t want to control you, or put you in a bad position, he wants to help you. He wants the best for you. That’s love.”

      Dylan narrowed her eyes on me. “He’s taking a huge risk for you. Don’t forget, he got burned in his last business by his friend and fiancée.”

      I shook my head, feeling empty. I couldn’t trust what I was feeling. I had no idea Wes would abandon me when he did. In the end, he’d said I was cold, that he could never be with someone like me long term. I’d misjudged him, the relationship so badly, I couldn’t trust my instincts.

      “Come out tonight at least. We have an important meeting tonight for Kids Speak and you need to relax,” Dylan said.

      “Yeah, okay.” They left, the numbness cooling my veins. I had to think practically about this. I’d refocus on work, on what was important. Relationships and feelings had no place when it came to my career. I’d learned that the hard way.

      Work equaled security in a way that people or relationships couldn’t.

      A headache formed at the base of my neck, crept up the back of my head, until it was a throbbing, living thing. Until I couldn’t focus on the screen. All I could see was Griffin walking out of the conference room along with the sinking feeling we were over. I thought I’d feel relief when it finally happened but I didn’t.

      I powered down my computer, packed up my stuff, avoiding my phone. I shouldn’t be worried about whether Griffin would call. I knew we’d break up eventually. It was just a matter of time. I’d gotten in deeper with him than anyone else. In a few days, these feelings of confusion and melancholy would lift. Things would be normal again.

      I paused in Dylan’s office. “What time do you want to meet tonight?”

      “Eight at the yacht club?”

      I stiffened. It was the same place Griffin took me when everything changed between us, when I let him in. “See you there.”

      I wanted to ask her what she was up to. Why we had to go to that particular bar when we usually hung out in the more casual harbor front bars but I didn’t. Nothing mattered. Nothing besides getting past whatever feelings I was having. Moving on. Focusing on work. An image of Declan holding Potter flashed in my head but I pushed it out. They were never mine to have.

      My hands shook as I unlocked the door to my apartment. I was making more of it than it was. Yeah, Declan liked me, but he’d get over it, right? He was so young. I was barely a blip in his life. It wasn’t like his mother leaving him as a baby, his father dying.

      Griffin would meet someone else, someone more suited to him. A better mother figure to Declan than me. What did I know about being a mother, about love? Griffin had gambled on me and lost.
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      The yacht club wasn’t far from my apartment, so I walked. Thoughts of the way Griffin unzipped my dress the night he took me to the yacht club, kissing my neck, while baring my body to him, combined with the despair of how I’d pushed him away this afternoon warred in my brain.

      I scanned the bar area for either Hadley’s red hair or Dylan’s blonde hair. Dylan turned, smiling as she spotted me. She was surrounded by a few large men, presumably the professional athletes Dylan mentioned. Hadley was by her side.

      As I approached, Dylan tipped her head toward me. “Avery’s the one who procured the last investor.”

      Before I could respond or greet her, one of the men said, “I thought you brought in the investors?”

      He was tall, broader in the shoulders than the two men who flanked him, dark hair, eyes intent on Dylan.

      Hadley smiled. “Avery had a connection with this particular investor. He was her client.”

      “That’s right. I’m Avery Arrington.” I held out my hand first to the man who’d been speaking, a twinge of pain shooting through me at the mention of Griffin.

      “Reid Everson.” His grip was firm but not crushing, which I respected.

      After shaking Reid’s hand, I turned to the man next to him. He smiled, a dimple popping on one cheek. “Jonah Templeton.”

      He seemed more relaxed and affable compared to Reid.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said to Jonah before turning to the last man.

      “I’m Chase Crawford.” The erect way he held his shoulders and lifted his chin told me he was someone important on the team. Unfortunately, I knew nothing about football or the players.

      “Avery Arrington, nice to meet you. Sorry, I was late.”

      Dylan touched my arm. “You weren’t. We were early.” Then she turned her attention to the men. “I’m excited that you’re interested in being involved with Kids Speak. I don’t have to tell you how much it will mean to these kids that you took the time out of your busy schedules to meet with them.”

      Chase leaned his elbow on the bar, turning his body to face us. “We enjoy meeting kids in the community as long as it fits our schedules. We’re in season right now.”

      “Of course. We’ve thought about how difficult that might be.”

      “The team’s involvement comes with one stipulation.” Reid’s voice was soft, yet firm. “You must expand into Baltimore.”

      I looked at Hadley to gauge her reaction.

      Hadley’s eyes widened. “Are you serious? We hadn’t planned to expand again so quickly. We wanted to solidify our position in Annapolis first.”

      “If you expand into Baltimore, the team will back you financially to make it feasible.” Reid said each word carefully as if he’d rehearsed them.

      Hadley’s brow furrowed.

      “Obviously, you should discuss it with Lena Vickers. She’s the head of marketing,” Chase said.

      “She wanted me to let you know the team’s position. You don’t have to make a decision now,” Reid said.

      “It will be easier for us to meet in Baltimore in season,” Jonah added.

      “It’s an amazing opportunity,” I said, not wanting them to take Hadley’s silence for disinterest. It was a lot to process when it wasn’t what we were expecting or our plan for the program.

      “Would you be able to work with the other kids off season? I hate that the kids in Annapolis would miss out.” Hadley’s chin dipped down as she frowned, worry evident on the creases in her forehead, the lines around her mouth.

      “I don’t see why not,” Reid said, his words coming out in a rush as if to soothe her fears.

      Hadley exchanged a look with me, a mixture of surprise and respect on her face.

      Chase rubbed his chin. “I think we can manage that. Other players might be interested as well. Maybe we can have a little clinic for the kids in the spring.”

      “That would be amazing. Let me know what you’re thinking, and we can work it out together,” Dylan said to Chase.

      “I can take lead on that,” Reid said.

      Chase raised his brow at him. “You can?”

      Considering Chase’s reaction, I wondered if it was unusual for Reid to take the lead on anything.

      “Yeah. I don’t like the idea of the Annapolis kids missing out,” he responded to Chase, but his eyes were on Dylan.

      Chase nodded, accepting his answer.

      “Thank you, guys, so much for meeting with us. I really appreciate your enthusiasm and your ideas. I think we should discuss it between ourselves and then get in touch with Lena Vickers before we make a final decision,” Hadley said.

      “Did you have any more questions for us?” Dylan asked.

      Jonah moved closer to us to ask a question.

      Chase shifted from his spot at the bar over to Reid. Chase said something I couldn’t hear, Reid shrugged in response, moving his body slightly so his back was to me.

      I shifted my attention to Jonah, who was asking about the program in New Orleans, what things Hadley’s brother, Colin’s, college baseball team was doing with the kids and if it had been successful.

      I listened in case I was required to respond, but New Orleans was solely Hadley’s responsibility.

      Jonah laughed at something Dylan said, resting a hand on her shoulder, bringing my attention back to them.

      Reid took a step toward us. “I think it’s time we headed back.”

      “Yeah, we have an early morning workout and practice tomorrow,” Chase said.

      We said goodbye, shaking their hands again, promising to be in touch soon.

      When they were gone, I turned my attention to Dylan. “You never said what your connection with them was.”

      “Remember the silent auction bid to go on a date with a Baltimore football player?” Dylan asked.

      “Yes.” I was suddenly suspicious she bid on the date solely to talk to the player about Kids Speak.

      “I won. I went out with Reid Everson. All three of them are captains this year. Jonah’s a wide receiver, Chase is the quarterback, and Reid is a tight end.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t that familiar with football but why hadn’t she mentioned the date to me?

      I glanced at Hadley. She was listening with rapt attention as if it was the first time she was hearing this too.

      Dylan smiled wide. “I told Reid about Kids Speak, he spoke to the marketing team. Jonah and Chase expressed interest in coming tonight.”

      “That was nice of them to travel to Annapolis during the season to meet with us,” I said, but I wondered if Reid thought the silent auction date was real.

      “It was,” Dylan said, picking lint off the skirt of her dress.

      “Is there any chance that Reid thought it was a real date?” Hadley asked Dylan, mirroring my concern.

      Dylan waved her off. “What? No. Of course not. Everyone knows those silent auctions are for fun. A way for a fan to meet a player.”

      I tilted my head. “But you’re not a fan.”

      “If we’re going to partner with players on Baltimore’s team, then I guess I’m going to have to start watching football.” Dylan’s tone was dismissive, as if she didn’t want to talk about whether Reid thought it was a real date.

      It made me question whether it was just business for her, or she saw something in him she liked.

      “He’s not upset that you bid at your own silent auction to meet him?” Frustration with my situation boiled over to hers.

      “You make it sound bad. I wanted to meet a player and tell him about Kids Speak. Trust me, I didn’t click with Reid Everson. If anything, I annoy him.”

      When we were quiet for too long, she added, “There’s nothing between us.”

      Hadley tilted her head. “There seemed like there was something. He was looking at you like—”

      “Like how?” Dylan asked and placed her hands on her hips.

      “Like how Cade looks at Hadley,” I said softly, wondering if Griffin had looked at me that way and I hadn’t noticed.

      “And how Griffin looks at you,” Hadley said to me.

      Her words were like a stabbing pain to my heart.

      “Have you fixed things with him?” Dylan’s voice had a bite to it I probably deserved.

      “He was the one who walked out.” The reality of the situation was roaring in my ears. I’d screwed up. I’d pushed him away one too many times.

      Hadley accepted a drink from the bartender before giving me another concerned look. “He said he loved you, then you didn’t respond, so he was embarrassed. You need to go to him and fix it.”

      “What if I can’t say it back?” It was one of many things that was nagging me.

      “Those words are important in a relationship. If you don’t think you can feel that way for him, then maybe it’s best you let him go. If you think you could love him, then talk to him,” Hadley said.

      “They’re just words. They’re meaningless.” But they weren’t. They were the words I’d longed to hear all my life until I pushed the desire down so deep I didn’t care anymore.

      Hadley’s brow furrowed. “They’re not meaningless, not to the person who loves you.”

      “What if I’m not capable of loving him back?” The thought of not being with Griffin was almost inconceivable, but to be with him, he wanted all of me, he wanted to know I felt the same way about him.

      She studied me for a second. “You look like a woman who’s been grieving her lost relationship all evening. There’re circles under your eyes, you’re pale, your eyes are full of pain.”

      I shook my head. “I have a headache. I just need to eat something.”

      “Emotions sometimes manifest themselves physically. Maybe you didn’t eat because you were too upset?” Hadley asked, her voice patient, her words reasonable.

      It was nice having friends who cared about me, making sure I was eating, that I wasn’t upset.

      I focused inward, trying to determine if she was right. “I can’t seem to breathe deeply. There’s this weight on my chest.”

      She raised a brow. “You’re upset he left.”

      “I feel something for him. More than I’ve ever felt for anyone else. That doesn’t mean I love him.” My words sounded weak even to me.

      “Doesn’t it?” Her voice was gentle.

      “You need to talk to him, apologize. Tell him how you feel,” Dylan said.

      “Apologize for what? For not feeling the same way he does?” I’ve never apologized in a relationship. I’ve never admitted I was wrong. When you walk away, the reason doesn’t matter.

      “Do you think you could love him or is he not what you want?” Hadley asked.

      “I don’t know anymore.” I rubbed my heart, trying to ease the headache that only worsened with alcohol.

      The girls exchanged a look I tried not to pay attention to. It wasn’t the first time I’d felt deficient. I didn’t feel things the way others could. My exes were right. I was cold.

      Hadley sighed. “How do you feel about Griffin’s offer to fund Kids Speak?”

      “You should take it. I wouldn’t stand in the way of money coming in, no matter who it came from,” I said, feeling oddly detached from it now. Taking a step back, I could see how important his donation was to the group. I could see now it didn’t have anything to do with our relationship. He wanted to help and he had the means to do so.

      “You were so upset about it earlier,” Dylan said.

      “It was an amazing offer. Griffin’s been wanting to find a purpose, something good to invest in, and he’s found it. I can’t be mad at him for that. I was upset about the lease. I want him to treat us the same as any other tenant. You remember how it was when Wes was approached about our relationship. He denied we were ever together, accused me of coming onto him.”

      When Griffin made his announcement about Kids Speak, I felt warm and tingly all over, which scared me. It reminded me too much of Wes, his position of power at the school and over me, how a few words could ruin someone’s reputation, their career. I wasn’t sure I could trust Griffin to financially back us or give us favors.

      “I get that what Wes did was horrible, but I think you want a reason to pull away from Griffin. Yeah, maybe you would have walked away whenever he said those three words, but there was the lease, the offer to help Kids Speak. He gave you several opportunities to walk away,” Dylan said.

      “You’re saying I overreacted? I sabotaged our relationship?” Dread curled in my stomach.

      “The more I think about it, yeah, I do. You panicked. He was getting too close, you were feeling too much,” Dylan said.

      “You don’t love someone because they do nice things for you.” With my parents, I realized I could only control my reaction to them. Had I applied that same control in not getting close to anyone. Who was that hurting in the end?

      Hadley tipped her head to the side. “I think if you walk away, you’re going to regret it.”

      “I need to think.” I scanned the room, suddenly needing to be alone.

      “I don’t know if you should be alone right now—” Hadley’s voice trailed off as she looked to Dylan for support.

      “It’s exactly what I need.” I better get used to it because alone would be my state forever if I didn’t figure out how I felt about Griffin.

      “Okay, but call us if you need anything. We’ll come over,” Hadley said.

      “I will. I’ll see you guys on Monday.” We said our goodbyes. I walked home in a daze, recounting the conversation in the conference room earlier today. Had I overreacted?

      Was that my reaction to him doing something for me, or was it something else? Anytime a man got too close over the years, I pushed him away. The one time I let a man in, he crushed me in the worst way possible.

      Was I doing the same thing to Griffin? Did I want whatever we had to be over? I didn’t, but I couldn’t be what he wanted me to be. A woman who said her feelings easily.

      Maybe he wanted marriage and kids. Why did the thought of living with him, having children, fill my chest with warmth, my stomach with flutters? I’d never wanted something like that with anyone.

      Panic filled my body as I unlocked my apartment and I climbed the steps to my cozy, yet empty apartment. No one was waiting for me. Not a roommate, a pet, or a boyfriend. No one.

      I unzipped my dress, dropping it on a chair, setting my heels underneath. I pulled a T-shirt over my head, falling onto my bed to stare at the ceiling. I loved my home, my job, and most of the time, my life, but I wanted more. For a brief time, I had that with Griffin. But I’d messed up. Overreacting to a nice gesture, assuming he’d screw me over after we broke up, letting him walk away after he’d said he loved me.

      Tears pricked my eyes. Griffin Locke loved me. The tears now slid down my face. How many years had I imagined my parents telling me those same words? I’d given up on ever hearing them. The words hung in the air between us. All I had to do was reach out and grab them, reach out to him, but I hadn’t.

      I ran like I always did. Did I think I was unlovable or was it because I didn’t know what to do with those words?

      Never having experienced it, I wasn’t sure I could handle it. I wasn’t sure what to do or say. There were so many expectations that came with those words. Could I live up to them? Did I deserve them? Could I feel the same?

      By the time I drifted off to sleep, I’d almost convinced myself I was in love.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          

      

    

    






Griffin

        

      

    

    
      I screwed up with Avery. I came on too strong. I wanted to do something nice for her, not realizing it would have her retreating in panic, ducking and covering to protect herself. I should have known better but I’d never been with anyone so closed off to love. It was almost as if she didn’t know what it was, how to feel it, much less how to accept it.

      I wanted to be the one to give it to her. Her childhood was devoid of emotion, of caring, loving parents. She’d resigned herself to more of the same in her life. It was going to take more than saying a few words, throwing money at her. Not when she didn’t believe my words. I remembered the shock on her face when I’d said them. I’d saved her from having to respond by leaving. Maybe I’d been too hasty, expected too much. I’d pushed her too far.

      I wanted to open her eyes, make her see what else was possible. I wanted her to experience love for the first time with me. With her, I usually kept pressing forward, not giving her a chance to slide backward, but this was different. I’d flipped her switch to panic mode, she needed time.

      They’d mentioned they were going out last night. Hopefully, Dylan and Hadley took good care of her. I refrained from sending her texts or calling to check in. I’d said what I had to say. I’d wait for her to come to me. If she didn’t or she wasn’t ready, I’d have to change tactics.

      I made Declan pancakes, then cleaned the kitchen while he played Legos in his room. When the doorbell rang, my heart pounded in my chest, hoping it was Avery coming to apologize to tell me she loved me too.

      Without checking the window, I opened the door, recognizing the harried thirty-something woman on my porch as Erin, Declan’s mother, from the pictures I’d seen from the investigator. Every muscle in my body locked tight.

      “Griffin Locke?”

      “Yes.” My tone was terse, hoping she wouldn’t say the words I’d feared.

      “You have my son.”

      Those words hit me square in the chest. I took a step back. “What did you say?”

      Why was she here now? First Avery was gone, now Erin would take Declan. I’d be left with nothing.

      “You have my son. I want him back.”

      “Excuse me?” Why couldn’t I think clearly? Why did it feel like I was standing on quicksand.

      “Uncle Griff? Who’s at the door? Is it Avery?” His feet thudded down the steps.

      I closed the door slightly so he couldn’t see who it was, not that he’d recognize his own mother. “It’s someone selling something. Give me a minute to get rid of them.”

      His face fell. “Oh. Okay.” Then he walked slower up the steps. I waited until he reached the landing before I opened the door.

      “Was that him?” She tried to peer around me, but I stepped onto the porch, closing the door behind me.

      “I have guardianship papers.” That’s what Avery told me to say if she showed up. I hoped she didn’t call the police, or demand to take him. I needed to call Avery.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I want him.”

      “You can’t have him. He’s mine.” How had I ever contemplated telling her about Declan, wanting her to be involved. Who abandons their child at three months old, only to stand on a porch eight years later demanding him? She had no idea how traumatizing this would be for him. Worse, she didn’t care about him, only herself.

      “I came as soon as I found out Julian died.” Her eyes were cold, devoid of sympathy.

      I studied her face, attempting to judge her motives. Did she really want or care for Declan or was there some other reason she was here? “Who told you?”

      “I saw an article in the paper. You sold your company for millions and you took him from me. He’s mine.”

      “You gave up the right to say that when you walked away, every year that went by you weren’t here.” My words came out in a rush. I wanted her gone before Declan realized I was still talking to her.

      “You haven’t even asked how Declan is, especially since the only parent he’s ever known died.” I tried to keep my voice down but it was impossible.

      She flinched.

      “What, you don’t have anything to say about how you abandoned him when he was three months old?”

      “What do you know about being a parent? I was young and stupid. Thought there was something better out there if I wasn’t always tied down.”

      “Julian stepped up. He was a father to him, took care of him, and he asked me to do the same. There’s nothing I won’t do to protect Declan. Can you say the same?”

      “I’ll be back.” She turned, walking down the porch steps, before turning with a sneer. “This isn’t over yet.”

      Panic climbed up my throat, my fingers curled into fists as I carefully shut the door. My mind spinning with what I should do. I called Avery.

      “Griffin?” Her surprised voice came over the phone.

      “She’s here. Declan’s mom showed up on my porch.” My tone was low. I didn’t want Declan to overhear. Inside I was frustrated, scared. Everything I’d put together in Annapolis was unraveling faster than I could hold it together.

      Avery gasped.

      “Can she take him from me?” I couldn’t keep the hopelessness and fear from my voice.

      “I’m so sorry, Griffin.” She was quiet for a few seconds, but when I didn’t respond, she continued, “You told her you had guardianship?”

      “I did. She left, but said she’d be back.”

      “Did she say what she wanted?”

      “She said she wanted Declan. She wants Declan. Fuck, he’s all I have.” I ran my fingers through my hair, desperately trying to keep my voice down.

      Everyone in my life was temporary, belonging to someone else. I had no one. It was a worse feeling than when I found out Lorelai cheated on me. The ground dropped out and I was free falling with no one to catch me.

      “It’s okay. We’ll get through this. We talked about this, but are you sure she wants Declan?”

      Comforted by her words, I let out a long breath. “That’s what she said.”

      “Did she say why she was here now? How she found out?”

      “She read an article about me selling my company. That’s how she found out about Julian’s death. She said she came as soon as she read the article.”

      “Did that article mention you sold your company for millions?”

      I wracked my brain, trying to remember her words. “She did say something about that.”

      “She might want money.” Her voice was gentle.

      As much as it disgusted me, I preferred that over her asking for visitation or custody. She’d do more damage by showing up now than she had by leaving the first time. “She can have whatever she wants.”

      “Griffin, we have to be careful about this. Don’t give her any money without talking to me first. We don’t want a situation where she keeps asking for money to stay out of your life. If you are inclined to give her money, we’ll want her to sign a termination of parental rights.”

      Relief and hope flooded my system at the idea of her not being able to threaten us in the future. “Yes. That woman has no right to him.”

      “What if Declan decided he wants to meet his mother? What if he has questions about her later and finds out she did want him, but you paid her off? Think through all the scenarios. Do you want me to come over and talk you through it?”

      I tipped my head back. I wanted that more than anything. I wanted to say yes, but if Avery was going to walk away, I needed to limit her contact with Declan. “I have a day planned with Declan. Maybe later, after he’s asleep.”

      “Oh. Okay. Yeah, sure. That’s for the best.” Her tone was off, but I couldn’t worry about her when I had Declan to think about.

      “I’ll text you when he’s asleep.”

      “Okay. Hang in there, Griffin. We’ll get through this.”

      I hung up, without another word. I wished that were true. I wanted her by my side more than anything.
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      I slowly lowered the phone to my table. Before he called, I’d been drinking my third cup of coffee at my tiny table on the balcony, wondering how to make things right with Griffin.

      I’d hoped he’d give me a chance to explain, but not with Erin in town, demanding Declan.

      I wanted to be there for Griffin, but I’d severed that right yesterday. It hurt when he hadn’t included me in his Saturday plans, but it wasn’t unexpected. I’d deserved it. As much as I wanted to reach out to him, I had to do things on his schedule. I’d go over tonight to help him with Erin. I’d be what he needed, his attorney. I’d fight for him and Declan.

      I struggled through the day, my mind always on Griffin and what he was feeling. I made calls to friends who’d handled similar cases, searched for a case with similar facts, then drafted a termination of rights. I jumped when my phone vibrated with a message.

      Griffin: He’s asleep if you still want to come over.

      Of course I did. I’ll be right there.

      From now on, Griffin wouldn’t ever question my loyalty. I’d be there for him and Declan. I’d let myself feel whatever I was feeling in the moment. I’d be honest with him. Hopefully that would be enough if he ever gave me a second chance.

      I was already dressed and ready to go so I grabbed my keys before jogging down my steps and out to my car parked at the curb. The night was warm, couples walked along the sidewalk, families enjoying the evening, highlighting everything I wanted but couldn’t have.

      I texted when I arrived, the door opening as soon as I stepped onto the porch. Griffin stepped out of the house, closing the door behind him.

      My stomach dropped. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to come back from my mistakes.

      “Let’s sit out here.” Griffin sat in one of the rockers I’d barely paid attention to when I spent time here. He wore track pants and an old T-shirt with Cal-U on the chest.

      “Okay.” I sat gingerly on the edge of the rocker, folding my hands in my lap, not sure where to start. Should I talk about what was going on with Erin and Declan, or what was going on with us?

      I opened my mouth to speak but Griffin spoke first. “You’re my attorney.”

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “Of course.”

      I rolled my shoulders back, recalling the research I’d done. “We’ll have to wait for her to make the next move. Either she’ll file something with the court or she’ll demand money.”

      “I can’t—” He ran his fingers through his hair. “There’s nothing I can do?”

      “No. It’s a waiting game. She might disappear. She might be back on your doorstep tomorrow, making demands. I expect the latter because I can’t see her going through official channels, hiring an attorney, filing paperwork. But you need to be prepared.”

      “What should I say to her?” His eyes were filled with fear, worry, pain, frustration. I wanted to reach for him. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, but it wasn’t my place.

      “You listen to what she has to say then you call me. You do not promise or give her any money unless she signs the termination of rights first, preferably with a witness present. Okay?”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      “If she signs this agreement, she won’t have any right to show up demanding to see him. If she does, you can file a protective order.”

      He leaned his elbows on his knees, staring at the porch. “She shouldn’t have that right now.”

      “I agree she gave up that right when she walked away, but the law says otherwise.” My voice was surprisingly professional for the way my stomach was rolling with nerves.

      “I get it. It just sucks.” He sounded resigned.

      “It does.”

      “I’m in a precarious position, aren’t I? As the uncle, the guardian. If she cleaned up her act and wants him back, the courts might allow it.”

      “They might. I think it’s more likely the courts would offer her visitation first, giving her an opportunity to develop a relationship with him and a record of good parenting. What has your investigator discovered?”

      “Not much new. She still moves from guy to guy, changes jobs. The investigator said she seems to target men who own businesses, who have money, but I don’t have proof that’s what she’s after. No criminal record.”

      “Courts want children in a stable environment. That’s working against her. You moved into the home he shared with his dad, kept him in his school, you have the money and means to keep him comfortable. He knows and likes you.” Respect for him filled my chest.

      “Declan doesn’t even know what his mother looks like.”

      My heart ached for Declan. “Exactly. You have a lot in your favor.”

      “Is there anything else I need to know?” He rose as if our meeting was over.

      Disappointment pinched my heart. I’d hoped for something more, an opening to talk about what happened the other day, but his mind was preoccupied with protecting Declan. “No. I guess not.”

      “Great. Thanks for coming over at night to discuss this. I know this isn’t usual office hours.”

      He turned away from me.

      I placed my hand on his forearm to stop him. “Griffin, I’m not just here as your attorney.”

      “You’re not?” He turned to face me, his eyes cold.

      I removed my hand. “No. I’m not. I wanted to apologize for yesterday. I was caught off guard. I reacted terribly.”

      “You were honest.” His voice was biting, cutting through the feelings threatening to burst out.

      I shook my head, desperate for him to understand. “No. Griffin, I wasn’t honest with myself. I let fear take over.”

      “I have a lot going on with Declan right now—” He paused and I took the hint it wasn’t the time to talk about us. Not while Erin was in town causing trouble.

      “Of course. I want to be there for you, help in any way I can.” If he needed me to wait to discuss us, I would.

      “Thank you. Have a good night.” He walked inside, shutting the door behind him.

      I was on the outside looking in. Similar to what I’d experienced in school, except this time I’d done it to myself. I pushed him away until it was too late. I didn’t blame him for having a lot on his mind with Erin showing up, but I hoped he’d hear me out, give me another chance.

      I turned, walking away from the only person who’d ever cared about me enough to express it in words, in actions. I only had myself to blame. I spent so much time and effort protecting myself, but in the end, all I felt was pain. It radiated from my heart, through my chest, down my arms, to the tips of my fingers. I shivered from the intensity, the fall air biting through my clothes.

      Opening the door to my car, I looked at Griffin’s house, the one I was no longer welcome in. I’d screwed up. I knew something would go wrong eventually. I couldn’t help thinking I’d orchestrated this outcome from the beginning by staying one step back. I let myself go deeper with him than anyone else, but I held myself back from the precipice, from the final descent into love. Whereas he dove in headfirst.

      Griffin’s porch light turned off, taking the last vestiges of hope I could salvage our relationship with it. I slid into the car, turning it on, and pulling away from the curb without looking back. I thought I wasn’t worthy of love, but the one time I got it, I threw it away as if it meant nothing. As if Griffin didn’t know his own mind.

      The one positive thing I could do was ensure Erin didn’t get Declan. I’d use every resource, call in every favor I had, to prevent her from taking him. I’d get the file from the investigator, interview her last boyfriend, dig until I found something that would ruin her bid for guardianship. I wouldn’t stop until she was eradicated from Declan and Griffin’s life. I just hoped when that happened, Griffin hadn’t closed the proverbial door on me too.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






Griffin

        

      

    

    
      The pain on Avery’s face when she’d apologized almost had me backtracking.

      I had to remember she backed off. She didn’t fight for us. That would always be the problem. She was too quick to accept that she wasn’t worthy of someone’s love. It wasn’t hard for her to accept that I’d reject her, that she wasn’t deserving, when she’d always thought that.

      I wanted to reach for her, make things right. Pull her into my arms, because there was nothing I wanted more than to have her by my side, but I wanted more from her than an apology. How would I know what she wanted if I pushed her into a relationship with Declan and me? She had to come to the realization on her own that she wanted me and Declan in her life. I wasn’t sure how to do that, how to take a step back.

      Instead, I’d panicked, cutting her off, making that comment about Declan being what was important now. I wondered if that was a huge mistake. If I should reach out to her, asking her to tell me what she wanted to say. Or should I wait until this thing with Erin was behind us? When I could focus on her.

      I vacillated between sheer panic about how Erin could disrupt our lives to numbing acceptance. I’d dreaded the conversation I needed to have with him. I had no idea how he’d react to news his mother was back. Maybe I should wait to see if she was serious. Hope tried to break through the dread that Erin showing up on my porch was a fluke. She’d realize she wasn’t ready to be a mother, disappearing forever.

      I laid on the bed, staring at the ceiling when Avery texted. My heart thudded painfully in my chest while I typed my password, hoping she’d want to talk about us. Instead, she’d asked for the investigator’s report. I forwarded the email to her, hoping we’d have one of our video chats that always seemed easier, less pressure-filled than speaking in person.

      She didn’t call. She was doing what I’d asked. She was acting as my attorney, nothing else. How could she be so accepting when I’d told her only yesterday I was in love with her? She either didn’t believe me or was so inexperienced in relationships she thought I could turn off my love so easily. Remembering what she’d said about her ex, that was probably the case.

      I knew I was being contradictory, telling her I couldn’t talk about us when I needed her more than my next breath. Not as my attorney, but as my girlfriend, my lover, my future. Would she have declared her feelings if I hadn’t interrupted her with that statement about Declan being more important? It was like I’d set up a barrier between us and I wasn’t sure she’d cross it. Was it a way to protect myself in case she planned to walk away?

      I’d put myself out there for Avery and she’d taken a step back, literally and figuratively. I wasn’t sure I could take another step toward her, not when she’d been adamant from the beginning, she didn’t want anything serious.

      I had to focus on Declan, doing what was best for him. When this thing with Erin was over, then I’d focus on myself, on Avery, and what everything meant.
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        Avery

      

      

      I buried myself in work the next few days, poured over the investigator’s report, interviewing him over the phone before I attempted to contact each of Erin’s exes. I couldn’t glean much information from the one I was able to get on the phone. She’d date someone for a few months before moving. She didn’t stay in one place for too long. I had nothing more than what we already knew, she wasn’t a stable option for Declan. I wanted more. I wanted something that would definitely take her out of the running, make her a bad choice for any judge.

      I wasn’t sleeping well with thoughts of Declan, Erin, and Griffin swirling in my head. What would happen if Erin took him to court? Was I the best option to represent him or was I too close to the situation? I didn’t want to screw things up for him. For Declan. No case had ever been more important.

      I respected Griffin’s wishes, keeping all questions and exchanges purely work-related.

      Hadley popped her head in my office. “Hey, what’s going on with Declan’s mom? Did she show up again?”

      “No. She hasn’t. I wish she’d make a move already.”

      “Do you have someone following her?”

      “No. I’m not sure what it would reveal at this point. She’s back. She’s going to contest the guardianship.”

      Hadley slid into the chair across from me. “She came back for a reason.”

      “I keep thinking about the why too. She told Griffin she’d read about the sale of his business in the paper. It was an article written afterward that delved into where he was and what he was doing now.”

      Hadley raised her brow. “It has to be the money. It’s only a matter of time before she asks for it.”

      “I gave Griffin a termination of parental rights to have her sign if she shows up.”

      Hadley crossed her arms over her chest, sliding back in the chair to get comfortable. “How are you?”

      “Tired, but I’ll be fine. I’m just worried about Griffin and Declan.”

      “How is Griffin? Have you talked?”

      “No. Not since Saturday night.” Not when he’d dashed all of my hopes.

      She pursed her lips. “I think he’s waiting for you to do something.”

      “He wants me to act as his attorney. He was clear about that.”

      “I don’t know. I almost think this is a test of some sort. He told you he loved you and you didn’t say it back. You were angry. Maybe he’s afraid to make a move until he knows you feel the same way.”

      “You think he wants me to say the words?” My heart thudded slowly in my ears, blood rushing to my head, making me lightheaded. He wanted the impossible, for me to say the words.

      “His last relationship ended badly in a public way. Anyone can read about it. He opened up to you and you rejected him. Maybe he’s taking a step back, protecting himself.”

      “I guess it’s possible.”

      “I think you need to tell him how you feel. If not for him then for your sake. Otherwise, you’ll always be wondering what if.”

      “I don’t know if I can. I tried the other day but he shut me down, saying he could only deal with Erin right now.”

      “When I first started dating Cade, I was the same way, wanting to deal with everything myself. Cade showed me that there were other ways to deal with things. Convince him he needs you by his side, not as his attorney, but as someone who loves Declan and him.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You can’t go wrong telling him how you feel. I know it’s scary. He might say he’s not interested, but you’ll never know if you don’t try.”

      “That’s the problem.” My stomach churned. “If I don’t know if I love him then maybe I don’t.” If I didn’t love him why was I so miserable? My body ached from exhaustion, my limbs felt heavy, my head pounded with a constant headache. I was a mess.

      “How do you feel about him not talking to you?”

      “Miserable. I don’t know what to do with myself. I can’t sleep. I can’t seem to do anything other than be ready for Erin’s next move.”

      Hadley smiled. “You’re getting there. How do you feel about never seeing him again as anyone other than a client?”

      “Awful.”

      “Speaking of which, you need to pass him off to one of us. It’s unethical to date your client.”

      “I know.” I hadn’t planned on representing him in court, but I didn’t trust anyone else to handle the investigation or him.

      “You can continue doing the research but if it goes to court, one of us will represent him.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, okay. That’s probably for the best.”

      She raised her brow. “Do you know what you’re going to do?”

      If I wanted something different, I needed to fix it. “I need to talk to him.”

      “Let me know how it goes.”

      Hadley left my office. I closed my eyes, trying to think back on how I felt when I was with him, the easy free fall feeling, the contentment in his arms, the joy of being around Declan. The urge to protect them both from Erin, from anyone who threatened them.

      I’d dismissed my feelings for him, the deepening sense of comfort each time we were together, the lightness I felt in his arms, the sense of belonging when it was all three of us. I thought I’d have more time to reconcile my feelings.

      Loving and caring for Declan was easy. It didn’t require any thought, but Griffin was harder. I stood at the edge of the cliff, the wind blowing in my hair, the sun beating on my face. Looking down was scary, taking that first step was thrilling.

      A chill ran down my spine. I’d been living in this state of sameness ever since Wes betrayed me, not giving anyone the power to affect my mood, my feelings, my life. I held the cards. I dictated those around me, kept them at a distance. I’d wrapped myself in this cocoon. No one could unravel it but me. I needed to break out of my comfort zone. I needed to take a risk. If not, I’d never know what could have been.

      I clicked over to the email that came in this morning from my mom, the one that read like a grocery list of updates. She’d finally convinced Dad to get a checkup, one of their employees wasn’t working out and had to be fired, Everett was living with them, getting into trouble at school.

      I had this sudden need to reach out to Mason. To see how he was doing. It couldn’t be easy to be deployed as a single parent, not able to speak to your child or help out when you want to, or when they need you. He was probably reeling with everything. I always assumed we had nothing in common. There were too many years between us to maintain a meaningful relationship. Maybe I was wrong about him too.

      I drafted a short email, asking how he was, wishing him well on his deployment. Within a few minutes, he responded. He was thinking of retiring from the Navy. Weird, because he’d never confided in me about anything. It was partly the age gap between us but also the fact my parents sent him away. We’d never connected as brother and sister. More like distant cousins who didn’t keep in touch.

      I always thought he was a lifer in the Navy. He loved flying fighter jets and the Navy was the only place he could do it. He said he hoped to connect with his son and he couldn’t do that if he was deployed the majority of the time. He hadn’t wanted to leave Everett with our parents but didn’t have any other choice.

      I thought about how that would feel. His child half a world away, not being able to be there for him. I’m sure our parents hadn’t improved over the years, work came first, any disruption to their lives was irritating. I should have offered to help, but I didn’t know Everett. I sent another message indicating that he should do what felt right now that he was a single parent. I added I hoped to see him when he returned, maybe spend some time getting to know Everett.

      It wasn’t the time but I wanted to ask why we had never tried to connect before. Was there truly a divide between us or had we both assumed we had nothing in common, the other wouldn’t want or need to hear from us? Or were we at a point in our life where we needed connections? Him to his son and me to Griffin and Declan.

      Mason responded indicating that Everett’s school counselor, Mia, was keeping him updated on what was happening at school, and watching his dog, Stark. It struck me I hadn’t even known he owned a dog. We exchanged a few more messages about his worries for Everett getting into trouble while he was gone, how he hated the feeling of being powerless to help when his son needed him. His desire to retire made sense. He was making his son a priority in his life, just like Griffin was making his nephew a priority.

      Maybe I’d keep emailing him. He mentioned once it made it harder when he checked in, but things were changing. Maybe we could finally have the relationship we should have had all along.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to fix things as easily with Griffin but at least I’d made the first move with Mason.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






Griffin

        

      

    

    
      The not knowing was killing me. Would Erin show up on my porch demanding Declan? If so, I was prepared to give her whatever she wanted to make her go away so I’d never have to see her again.

      I hadn’t mentioned anything to Declan. I talked to his counselor. She said to wait until Erin made her next move, my job was to protect Declan. I was relieved I didn’t need to tell him unless Erin took us to court. There was no point in telling him his mother showed up only to abandon him a second time. I worried I was delaying the inevitable.

      My phone rang, indicating Avery’s office was calling. “Griffin here.”

      “She did it.” The voice was familiar but not Avery’s.

      “Who is this?”

      “Sorry, it’s Hadley Winters. We thought it was best if one of us took over your case, given your relationship with Avery. She’s still working hard in the background, but I’ll handle any court appearances or filings.”

      My heart clenched. I hoped it didn’t mean she was giving up on us. Had I screwed up by not letting her talk the other night? I wanted Avery by my side, even if she wasn’t in her capacity as my attorney. Maybe it was time for me to talk to her. “Did Erin file something?”

      “We got her motion contesting guardianship today, indicating she’s the biological mother. Claiming that Declan should be with her.” Her tone was cool and professional, lacking the sympathy that would have been in Avery’s.

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “That may be, but we have to jump through the hoops. I’ll file a response, but I need you to come in and sign an affidavit outlining her abandonment, confirming she hasn’t had any role in Declan’s life emotionally, physically, or financially.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Good. Can you come in this morning to review and sign it?”

      “Whatever you need.” I wanted to ask how Avery was doing, how I wished she’d told me the news, but it could wait until after I took care of the paperwork for the guardianship case.

      We hung up. I stared at the screen for too long willing Avery to call and tell me what I already knew, my life was imploding.

      She’d accepted the distance, the parameters I’d set for our relationship. She wasn’t willing to fight for us. I needed to accept that she didn’t love me. Not the way I loved her.

      The phone rang again, Avery’s name on my phone sent a jolt through me. “Avery?” My voice was strangled, filled with all of the stress and worry I’d kept out of my conversation with Hadley.

      “Hadley told you.”

      “She did. I wish you had.”

      “Can I come over? Do you have a minute, or do you need to meet with Hadley?”

      “I do, but I have a little time before I need to leave.” Some of the tension in my neck and shoulders eased. I wanted to know what she was going to say. I wanted to believe she was struggling with her emotions, not that she didn’t feel anything.

      I dropped Declan off at school already, but I needed to shower before she arrived. I couldn’t deny her. I stripped off my clothes, stepping under the steaming water. My declaration took her by surprise. It was too soon for her. I should have been content to wait for her to catch up. I scrubbed my skin, hurrying through my routine. I wanted to see Avery. I needed her by my side while I dealt with this shit Erin was bringing into my life.

      I toweled off, pulling on a suit. I needed it for this meeting with Hadley, maybe even for this conversation with Avery. If she was coming over to tell me she didn’t love me and didn’t think she ever could, I’d be devastated.

      The bell rang. I slipped on my shoes, checking the clock over the microwave as I walked to the door. I pulled open the door, finding Avery standing there in a suit.

      “Are you here as my attorney?” Every muscle in my body tensed for her answer.

      “I can’t represent you. I should have handed your case off before we got involved. Administering your estate is one thing, but representing you in a guardianship dispute is another. Even if we never—”

      I waited for her to finish her sentence, my mind working overtime to fill in the blanks. “Avery, what were you going to say?”

      She cleared her throat.

      I liked to think she was overcome with emotion, trying not to cry, but I knew better. That wasn’t Avery.

      “Even if we never get back together, I can’t represent you.”

      “Why?” The blood pounded in my ears, making it difficult to hear.

      “It’s too hard.”

      “Why is it too hard, Avery?” I had to know. I needed her to put me out of this misery.

      “This isn’t the right time. I was supposed to fix things but not this way.”

      “What are you rambling about, Avery? You’re not making any sense.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’ve never done this before.” She took an audible breath before continuing, “I care about you and Declan.”

      This wasn’t a new revelation. I needed more. I needed the three words.

      “I screwed up the day you were in my office. I overreacted about the lease and didn’t react when I needed to.” She groaned in frustration. “I thought I was your girlfriend.”

      I raised my brow at the word girlfriend. Neither of us had used that term before and I was surprised she was the first. Hope soared in my chest that she was going to say everything I longed to hear.

      “Can I come in?”

      I stepped back. “Of course.”

      Her shoulders relaxed as she let out a breath, stepping past me.

      I closed the door softly behind her, crossing my arms over my chest to stop myself from pulling her to me, from demanding answers.

      We stood in the foyer, her eyes darting around the room before landing on me. “I’m sorry I wasn’t prepared for what you said the other day. I should have been though.”

      “What are you saying?” My heart thudded painfully in my chest as I waited for her to tell me she loved me.

      “I should have been prepared because I feel the same way.”

      The roaring in my ears makes it impossible to listen to the rest of her speech. Her words were background. All I could think about was she’d said she felt the same way. Was she saying she loved me too?

      “I’ve had a lot of time to think the last few days. I’ve never been in love before. I wasn’t sure what it felt like. I knew I was attracted to you, I liked you. I knew I loved Declan. That was easy.” A soft smile ghosted her lips.

      My arms fell to my sides, my fingers twitching to grab her, but I held my breath, waiting.

      Her eyes met mine, filled with emotion, swimming with tears. “I do love you. I just didn’t understand what I was feeling. You might not believe me. It might be too late, but I had to tell you you’re not alone.”

      You’re not alone. Who knew that there were more important words in this universe than I love you.

      “I can go through life pretending that people around me don’t matter, not letting them in, not giving them a chance to walk away or hurt me, or I can hold on with both hands.”

      I had to be sure. “Are you saying—”

      “I want you, Griffin Locke. I want to be by your side. I want to be there for you and for Declan. These last few days, not knowing if I’d see you again were torture. I love you. I don’t know what I’ll do if you don’t love me anymore.” She squared her shoulders, lifting her eyes to mine.

      I give in to the desire surging through me. My hand circles her wrist, tugging her into my body, tucking her head against my chest. “I love you.” I breathe into her hair. A sigh of relief went through her body as she sagged deeper into my embrace.

      Tears soaked my shirt, but I didn’t care. Avery was in my arms, declaring her love for me. It meant more than anything else I’d ever heard because I knew how hard it was for her to acknowledge it.

      I smoothed her hair, kissing the top of her head. “My brave girl.”

      She tilted her head back to meet my eyes. “Are we okay?”

      “I never stopped loving you. I thought I pushed you too hard, asked for too much too soon. I took a step back, hoping you’d come to me. I wanted you to fight for me, for us.” I tucked her hair behind her ear.

      She never looked more beautiful, smiling through her tears.

      “I can handle anything Erin has to throw at me as long as you’re by my side. Let’s meet with Hadley together.”

      Her upturned face was full of love for me. “I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Avery

      

      

      I wanted to hold hands with him on the way to the office, but I had to drive separately so I could work afterward. After we parked, I took his outstretched hand, never letting go as we walked into the conference room, listening while Hadley went over the affidavit.

      It was nice being on this side of the table even if I hated the reason he had to be here. After Hadley answered his questions, I walked him to his car.

      He leaned against his SUV, pulling me into his embrace. “Thank you for coming with me.”

      “I want to be here for you and Declan. I hate that this is happening.”

      “I hate it too.” Where my tone was filled with conviction, his was more resigned as if he’d accepted the possibility that Erin would be a part of Declan’s life in some way from now on.

      “Are you planning to tell Declan?” This question had been floating through my mind ever since Griffin told me Erin appeared on his porch.

      “His counselor said to tell him if she filed a formal motion contesting guardianship. Hadley said the judge might want to talk to him too, so he should be prepared.” Griffin looked at me as if he valued my opinion too.

      I tried to think about the situation logically as if I was still their attorney, not Griffin’s girlfriend. “I think he’s a smart kid and can read that’s something’s wrong. What if she approaches him outside of school or when we’re not around? You don’t want him to be blindsided. He doesn’t even know what she looks like.”

      He hugged me tighter to him. “You’re right. I hadn’t even thought about that. We’ll do it tonight. What time will you be home?”

      “When do you need me there?”

      “Let’s do six. I’ll order something for dinner, we’ll eat, then talk to him.” When we first started talking, Griffin’s voice was resigned, now it was full of dread.

      “It will be okay.” If Declan had to see Erin, even if only for visitation, we’d worry. We knew nothing about Erin other than she’d abandoned her baby and never looked back.

      “I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, we sat on the couch with Declan. It was Griffin’s idea to place Declan between us so he understood I was going to be there for him too.

      “What’s going on?” Declan’s brow wrinkled as he looked from me to Griffin as if he was worried he was in trouble.

      Griffin’s body was tightly coiled even though his voice was deceptively calm. “Your mother is in town.”

      “What? Why?” Declan’s voice raised in pitch, his eyes darting frantically from Griffin to me.

      “She has it in her head that she should be able to see you.” Griffin’s lips were pressed into a straight line.

      Declan laughed without any humor. “You’re joking.”

      Griffin shook his head. “I’m not. She knocked on the door that day you thought Avery was here.”

      “The day you said there was someone selling something at the door.”

      “That’s right. I didn’t want to alarm you if it was nothing. If she was going to walk away. I have paperwork that says I’m your guardian. The court granted me power to make decisions on where you live, where you go to school, what doctor you can see. She filed a motion asking the court to grant her guardianship since she’s your biological mother. It’s not likely it will be granted, but there’s always a possibility.” We’d agreed I’d step in to talk about the legal aspect if he had any questions, intending to tell him the truth as gently as possible.

      Declan swallowed. “Does it matter what I want? That I’ve never met her?”

      “All of those things matter, Declan.” Griffin’s voice was soft. “I’d like you to come to court. Avery will sit with you outside. If the judge wants to talk to you, you’ll be there. You can tell him or her whatever’s on your mind.”

      “Okay.” Declan’s eyes were full of anxiety.

      I wanted to relieve Declan’s anxiety, I wanted to remove anyone from his life that threatened his happiness. The urge was so strong, it made it difficult to draw in a deep breath.

      He was probably wondering if his whole life was about to change again. I wanted to say it wouldn’t, but you never knew how a judge would rule. I couldn’t make him any guarantees to settle his mind. All we could do was to be there for him, answer his questions.

      “Do you want to meet her?” Griffin held himself rigid while he waited.

      I knew it cost him to ask but he was doing the right thing.

      Declan was quiet, his gaze on the floor before he finally raised it to Griffin’s. “I should, shouldn’t I?”

      “There is no right or wrong answer. It’s whatever you want,” I said.

      “I don’t think I want to see her. She wanted nothing to do with me. I don’t know why things have changed.” Declan fidgeted on the couch as if he was uncomfortable admitting that.

      “This might be some ploy to get something she wants.” Griffin shifted closer to Declan on the couch, resting a hand on his shoulder.

      “Like what? Your money?”

      Griffin raised his brow. “How do you know about that?”

      Declan looked away. “The kids at school talk. It was in the news.”

      “It might be. If you want to meet her at some point, I’ll make it happen. If you don’t want anything to do with her, I’ll do everything I can to make sure that happens.” Griffin’s tone was full of conviction.

      I’d never felt prouder of him. He’d more than met the challenge of being Declan’s caregiver. He looked out for him, he protected him.

      “I want to live with you.”

      Griffin’s body sagged in relief as he pulled him into a hug.

      I placed a comforting hand on Griffin’s arm before going into the kitchen to give them space. I heard murmurings from the other room but kept my attention on my phone, mindlessly scrolling through emails.

      A few minutes later, Griffin’s hands rested on my shoulders. “Why did you leave?”

      “I didn’t want to intrude.” I turned in his arms to face him.

      “You’re not intruding.” He lightly squeezed his fingers on my shoulders as if to emphasize his point.

      “I get that, but you need your time with him. He needs to know he’s number one in your life.” Having a child means putting him before our relationship.

      “You are too.” He said each word slowly as if each word held weight. He pulled me into his chest.

      I closed my eyes, reveling in the sensation of being in his arms, content, happy, loved. I never expected to be number one in Griffin’s life. I was content to be a part of his life. His nephew should come first, but I understood what he was saying, we were both important to him.
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      Since Erin filed an emergency motion for guardianship of Declan, the hearing was scheduled for this Friday. I spent every night at Griffin and Declan’s house. I should have felt happy and content, but instead I was unsettled, worried for Griffin and Declan.

      The night before the hearing, Declan went to his room early. He said he wanted to play Legos, but I think he wanted time alone. We hadn’t ruled out the possibility he’d change his mind and want to see his mother at some point. Griffin reminded him that whatever he was feeling was okay. He wouldn’t be upset or angry if he wanted to see his mother, it was only natural.

      Griffin had been checking on him every fifteen minutes.

      “He finally fell asleep.”

      “Good.”

      “How are you holding up?” He sat on the couch next to me, placing his arm over the back.

      “Me? This isn’t about me. I’m worried about you.”

      There were so many things I wanted to ask him. What will you do if Erin is granted visitation or custody? My mind was rampant with outrageous situations that were probably not going to happen, but I couldn’t help thinking I’d found happiness only to have it ripped away.

      “I’ll be happy when tomorrow’s over. I can only hope the judge sees through whatever excuse she has for showing up eight years after she left, wanting guardianship now.”

      “I would think the judge would.” Without knowing which judge would hear the case tomorrow, it was hard to give him an idea of his or her personality.

      A hard knock came on the door, causing me to jump.

      “Were you expecting anyone?” I asked Griffin who’d already stood and moved toward the door.

      “No. You?”

      “No.” I followed a few paces behind him as he checked the side window first. Jittery, I wondered if it was Erin, and if so, what that meant.

      “It’s Erin. A car is idling in the driveway. I can’t tell if she’s with someone or not.”

      Nerves churned in my stomach, but I tried to appear calm for Griffin. “We should see what she wants.”

      “You don’t think we should call the police?”

      “If you open the door and it seems like a bad situation, I will.” I held up the phone where I already had 911 typed into the screen.

      Griffin nodded, placing his hand on the doorknob to open it.

      She probably wanted to avoid court. She was going to plead her case without a judge or police present which was probably better for us.

      Griffin opened the door slowly.

      Erin stood on the porch, her eyes a little wild, her hair falling out of a ponytail, her jean shorts and tank top dirty as if she’d slept in them and worn them for days.

      “Declan’s sleeping, so keep your voice down.”

      Erin glanced back at the running car, then to us. “Fine.”

      I exchanged a glance with Griffin. She wasn’t alone. I could make out a silhouette of someone in the front seat. I bet it was her boyfriend. It was a good sign he’d stayed in the car. I took that to mean he probably wouldn’t interfere with our conversation.

      “Give us money and we’ll go away.”

      Griffin’s lips curled into a sneer. “This whole thing was always about money. I had to sit Declan down this afternoon and ask if he wanted to see you when it was never an option.”

      It sucked we’d had to talk to him about his mother, but it was better she left now. If she stuck around, trying to form a relationship with him only to leave later, that would be worse.

      I curled my hand around his arm to steady him, to remind him I was here for him.

      “Give me money so we can go.” Erin kept glancing back at the car as if whoever was with her was impatient.

      “How much?” His eyes were cold.

      Her eyes widened in surprise, as if she hadn’t expected it to be so easy.

      I hated that he was paying her anything, but it was worth it to have her out of Declan’s life. She’d never have any rights to him again. It would be his choice if he wanted to reach out to her at some point.

      “How much will it cost to make you go away for good?” His tone was biting.

      I’d talked to him about leaving open the possibility of visiting Declan at some point, but I approved of his approach. If she came back, was cleaned up, working a responsible job, and really wanted to meet him, Griffin would accommodate her, but not like this. Not when it was clear someone was pressuring her for the money.

      “Ten thousand dollars.” Her eyes were wide, her voice hopeful as if she’d asked for an impossible amount.

      I tried to smooth my expression. We’d expected a higher demand. Griffin mentioned he’d give her whatever she wanted, even as I tried to reason with him.

      “Done.” He pulled out his wallet where he’d kept a check for just this purpose.

      I hurried inside to get the termination of parental rights and a pen, not wanting her to change her mind.

      Griffin held the check tightly in his hands. “You’ll sign this document terminating your rights. It means I can’t come after you for child support and you can’t come back here, demanding to see him.”

      She waved a hand at him. “Yeah. Whatever you want. I don’t care.”

      I don’t care. Her attitude reminded me of my parents. Living with a parent who didn’t care about you was worse than an absent parent. What kind of mother took money to never see her child again? Not a good one.

      I’d never thought about what kind of a mother I’d make, but I knew I’d be better than Erin or my parents.

      I handed her the contract, showing her where to sign. I held my breath, hoping she wouldn’t change her mind.

      She barely looked at it before signing and handing it back to me.

      “Now give me the money.” Her voice was cold and unfeeling. She never cared about Declan. He was a pawn in her game.

      I recoiled from her nasty tone, wrapping my arms around myself. I wanted her gone.

      Griffin held the check out, not giving it to her yet.

      “Don’t come back, Erin. I mean it. If you do, you’ll do nothing but hurt him. He doesn’t deserve you coming and going in his life, solidifying that you never wanted him. Got it?”

      “Not a problem.” Her eyes were lighter, her voice almost gleeful. Then she grabbed the check and turned to jog to the car as if Griffin might change his mind, calling her back to take the check.

      As soon as the car door closed, whoever was driving backed the car up, squealing the tires, before it accelerated down the street and out of sight.

      “They’re gone.” My breath whooshed out of my lungs as if I’d been holding it the whole time.

      Griffin rubbed his neck. “I wonder if the boyfriend discovered I had money and pressured her, or she was bragging about the money and whoever she was dating pressured her.”

      “We’ll never know for sure but at least she’s gone. We have these papers if she appears in court tomorrow. I’ll sign as a witness and can attest to what happened so she shouldn’t be able to back out on this or change her mind. The judge will dismiss it if she doesn’t show up.”

      Griffin wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me tightly to his body. He kissed the top of my head. “It’s finally over.”

      I felt the slight tremor in his hands.

      “I don’t think I could have done that without you by my side reminding me to keep a cool head.”

      “You handled it fine.”

      We’d talked at length about what to do if she showed up and I wasn’t there. How he should react. What he should or should not say to get what we wanted. The signed termination of parental rights was all we needed.

      “I wanted to shake her. I wanted to demand she tell me the reason why she left him, why in her eyes, Declan wasn’t worth her time.”

      I pulled back slightly, cupping his cheek. “It doesn’t matter because she’s not worth Declan’s time.”

      “I wanted to rip open that car door and yell at whoever that asshole driving was.”

      “But you didn’t. You held it together because Declan needs you to be the strong one. The responsible one. You’re a great uncle, a great dad.”

      “Thank you.” His chin rested on my head and I closed my eyes. I was right where I was supposed to be, in Griffin and Declan’s house, by their side, supporting them, loving them forever. I was lost before I met them.
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      I hadn’t realized how much stress I’d been under while Erin’s threat to take Declan hung over me. The release of tension in my muscles took a couple of days. The sick feeling in my stomach that Erin could be so blasé about her son took longer to dissipate.

      As infuriating as Erin’s actions and words were, I had Declan. He was mine. If at some point, she changed her mind, we’d have to reconsider our position on her seeing Declan, but for now, it was just us. Declan, Avery, and me.

      Right after Erin signed the termination of parental rights, the judge dismissed her guardianship motion, and we heard from the insurance company that they’d ruled Julian’s death an accident. It was like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I’d fulfilled Julian’s wishes, I was caring for his son, and Declan would receive his father’s insurance money.

      Over the fall break, we visited my parents in Florida. We spent a few days in Disney World, a few days at the beach, and a few days in my parents’ home.

      The three of us felt like a family. When we returned from vacation, we fell into a groove. Declan went to school, Avery went to work, and I worked from home. I hadn’t lost any momentum. I was filled with new ideas for my own projects.

      Avery spent every night with us. We never officially discussed her moving in, but I hoped it was only a matter of time.

      I’d gotten an engagement ring soon after we’d returned from Florida, keeping it in a safe spot until the time was right. If I learned anything about Avery over the last few months it was that slow and easy was better.

      Avery was there when we needed her when our world was threatened. I wanted that next step with her, marriage, a family, maybe even children, but the choice was hers. If she didn’t want the piece of paper I’d have to be okay with that. As long as we were together that’s all that mattered.
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        Avery

        Eight Months Later

      

      

      He reached across the console to cover my hands that I’d been twisting in my lap. “What are you worried about?”

      His voice was low, even though Declan was listening to a movie with headphones on.

      I shook my head, looking out the window. “I don’t know. That he won’t like me. That he’ll think seeing me is a waste of time.” I bit my lip, my eyes misting. “He won’t want a relationship.”

      “Why would he agree to meet you if he thought it was a waste of time?” Griffin’s voice was even and reasonable.

      I shifted in my seat so I could see his profile. “I don’t know. Sometimes my anxiety gets the best of me. I can’t help it.”

      He squeezed my hand. “Mason hasn’t given us any indication he wasn’t serious about reconnecting with you. We’ll be next to you, supporting you, no matter what happens. We’re your family.”

      I closed my eyes, letting his words linger in the air around us. “I’ll never get tired of hearing that.”

      He glanced at me quickly before turning his attention back to the road. “If Mason wants to keep in touch, it’s a bonus. Declan will have a cousin to play with.”

      I didn’t correct him, because Declan technically wasn’t Everett’s cousin, but I loved the sentiment. I loved he wanted to include him in our lives.

      We pulled into the driveway of a small cottage. “This is it?”

      I’d talked to Mia on the phone to get her address and directions. She’d mentioned it was a cottage, but I couldn’t imagine my brother living here. It was cute, quaint, almost feminine. “This doesn’t fit what I remember of my brother.” To be fair, all I remembered were the pictures of him in his Naval uniform, hair cut close to his head, a serious expression on his face.

      That Mason had always seemed unreachable to me. We had nothing in common, nothing I could talk to him about. We’d kept in touch first with emails, then phone calls. We talked about our lives, the boys, and our significant others. It seemed like he’d changed or I’d never known him at all.

      Griffin shut off the car, touching Declan’s knee to tell him to take the earphones out. “Maybe your brother has changed.”

      “It seems like it.” We stepped out of the car. I took Griffin’s outstretched hand and we walked up the sidewalk to the porch together. Declan followed with Potter, who was bigger but still very much a puppy.

      “Are you ready for this?” Griffin asked me.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” I knocked on the door, answered by the sound of a dog barking inside.

      A woman with long brown hair, wearing a sundress and a smile, opened the door. She held back a larger chocolate lab by the collar.

      “Mia?”

      “That’s me. You must be Avery, Griffin, and Declan?”

      I held my hand out to her. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “It’s nice to meet you as well. Come on in. This mutt is Stark and Mason’s cooking outside on the grill. He thought you might be hungry after your drive.” Mia closed the door after we stepped inside.

      “I am,” Declan said.

      “Who’s this adorable pup?” Mia dropped to her knees, letting Potter sniff her hand before scratching his ears.

      I absently patted Stark’s head while I watched their interaction, curious who this woman was who won Mason’s heart. She seemed so happy and carefree, nothing like Mason. Had she changed him?

      “It’s Potter. He’s still a puppy,” Declan said.

      Potter licked Mia’s face. “I can see that. He’s so sweet.”

      Mia pushed to standing, brushing off her dress. “You can follow me outside. Mason is excited to see you.”

      I followed her through the house, gazing at the numerous photographs on the walls of Mason, Mia, Everett, and a large dog. “You have a beautiful home.”

      “Thank you.” She opened the slider to her deck.

      Mason turned, his hair longer than I’d seen in his pictures, but he wasn’t in the Navy anymore. When he saw me, he smiled. “Hey.”

      “Hi. It’s good to see you. Thank you for inviting us.” I was stiff, strangely formal, because he was my brother, yet at the same time he was a stranger.

      Mason took a few steps toward us, his hand out to Griffin. “Mason Arrington. Nice to meet you.”

      “Griffin Locke, this is my nephew, Declan.”

      Mason shook Declan’s hand before pointing out his son on one of the chairs. “This is my son, Everett.”

      “You can let your dog off the lead. It’s fenced.” Mason gestured at the yard.

      Declan unclipped the leash. Potter took off, only pausing to sniff their dog. The boys followed the dogs into the yard.

      “Does your dog play fetch?” Everett asked Declan as he picked up a tennis ball to throw it.

      “He does,” Declan said.

      I was grateful to Everett for talking to him when he was three years older.

      Mason’s gaze settled on me. “I’m glad you reached out.”

      “Really?”

      “My schedule used to be busy between deployments, parenting, but I’m retired now. My priorities are different. I never thought I’d have the house and the white picket fence, but here I am.” His tone was light. “But seriously, I’d like to see you more often, maybe take Mia and Everett to Annapolis, show them the Naval Academy.”

      Relief poured through me that he’d addressed the issue so I wouldn’t have to. “I’d like that. Are you close to Mom and Dad now that you live here?”

      I kept my voice light.

      Mason shook his head. “No. They’re not the sort of people you can get close to. I’m grateful they watched Everett while I was deployed, but I try not to depend on them too much. They’ve disappointed Everett one too many times.”

      “They disappointed you too.” It was nice to have the person who grew up in the same household as you agree.

      Griffin touched my shoulder before joining the boys, leaving Mason and me alone.

      Mason sighed. “They did. I didn’t think what they did affected me, but Mia helped me see that it did.”

      I didn’t want to bring it up if it caused him pain, but they sent him away when he acted up. “I lived in fear they’d do the same to me.”

      Mason swallowed hard. “I hoped they treated you differently.”

      “They might have a little. They didn’t send me away, but I wasn’t a priority for them. I was alone a lot. I couldn’t live up to their expectations. I want to make sure that Declan and any child I have grows up differently than we did.”

      “Do you have plans to see them while you’re here?”

      “I thought we should since we’re here, but it sounded like they were pretty busy.”

      “My advice is to make the effort, but don’t get upset if they don’t have time.”

      “That’s good advice.” It was indescribable to connect with someone who’d grown up in the same household as me, who understood what it was like. He may have moved out at a younger age but his experiences were similar.

      “I’m really glad you reached out. I like to think I would have eventually.”

      “I’m sure you would. You seem different than how I remember you.”

      “I am.” Mason smiled as Mia approached, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “It was all because of this woman. She helped me see what was important in life, family, loved ones.”

      “She’s a smart woman.”

      “Have a seat. Dinner will be ready soon.” Mason turned back to the grill while we sat at the table on the deck.

      I sensed Mason wasn’t used to talking about personal matters, that he needed a moment to decompress.

      Mia moved to me, placing an arm around my shoulders. “I’m so glad you could come. I think it’s great you and Mason are reconnecting. It’s just what he needs.”

      “I needed it too.”

      Mia and I sat at the table.

      Griffin and the boys walked up the steps to the deck, sitting next to each other.

      Griffin leaned over to whisper in my ear, “I told you not to worry.”

      I squeezed his hand. “Thank you.”

      My thanks was for coming into my life, for introducing me to Declan, for loving me. He’d given me a family, supported me while I reunited with my brother. If I’d been afraid, if I’d held back, I never would have experienced this.

      The rest of the evening we ate and got to know each other as the sun went down, the lights on the deck twinkled. Despite their difference in age, the boys got along between their love of dogs and Legos.

      A deep sense of belonging settled in my bones. All of my life I’d run from the idea of family, commitment, and love when in the end, it was what my soul wanted.
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Griffin

        

      

    

    
      It was exactly one year from the night I met Avery at the Kids Speak fundraiser. The night I realized she was someone I wanted to get to know. I told her I wanted to spend the day in Annapolis. I’d planned it so we could be alone. Declan was in school.

      We’d eaten breakfast, walked through town exploring the shops. We took the same boat tour we took with Declan. I wanted the day to feel nostalgic and romantic, surprising her with a proposal.

      When we disembarked from the boat, I found an empty bench by the water, and pulled her to sit next to me.

      “This reminds me of when we met. How we toured different parts of Annapolis each weekend.” Avery smiled, her eyes reminiscing.

      “Hopefully, they’re all good memories.”

      “They’re the best. I enjoyed exploring my new home with you and Declan. It was the beginning of us.” Avery looked out over the water before returning her attention to me.

      I saw it in her eyes, the recognition she’d been lonely when we met, and in her smile, her happiness we were together now.

      That was my cue. I slid off the bench to one knee.

      Avery’s eyes widened. “Griffin, what are you doing?”

      It had crossed my mind a million times that Avery would say no. We never discussed marriage. I anticipated she might not want to, but I had to try. Our relationship was giving her the desires she’d buried deep, refusing to acknowledge until I pushed her. So far, I’d given her love, a family, and now I wanted to offer her a future with us.

      “Avery Arrington, the best thing that ever happened to me was signing your firm’s lease. I’m grateful for the error that brought us together. Even when we argued on the phone, I knew there was something about you that was different, something I was drawn to.”

      Her hand cupped my cheek, her expression soft. “I thought so too. I dreamed of your voice even when you annoyed me.”

      My heart ached with the truth. “I’m not sure we would have run into each other if it hadn’t been for that error in the lease, for that moment of weakness when I received the letter from the insurance company.”

      “I’d like to think we would have,” Avery said softly.

      I moved the hand she’d held to my cheek, cradling it between both of mine on her knee. “Getting to know you was so much better because you didn’t make it easy. You made me work for everything. In the end, everything we went through led us here, to the best thing I’ve ever known, love, acceptance, understanding, and the most important thing, a family.”

      Avery’s fingers tightened around mine. She wasn’t running. She was here, watching me, her eyes filled with hope.

      I wanted to keep it short and simple. “Avery Arrington, will you marry me?”

      “Yes.” She said it without any hesitation as if she’d been waiting for me to ask.

      I’d been prepared with reasons why we made sense, why marriage was the next logical step, so her easy acceptance threw me, making my body weak with relief. “Yes?”

      She laughed. “Did you expect me to say no?”

      “I’m never sure with you. I had a counter-argument prepared.”

      “I know we’re great together. I know I love you. I love Declan. I want to be with you in every way possible.” She leaned down, kissing me. “I would be stupid to fight this.”

      When she finally pulled away, I slipped the ring out of my pocket, sliding it onto her finger.

      She moved her hand so that the facets of the diamond shined in the sunlight, admiring it. “It’s beautiful.”

      The light from the diamond reflected in her eyes. “You’re beautiful.”

      Her eyes shined with unshed tears. “Everything I went through brought me here today, with you. I was lost without you.”

      I hope you loved Griffin and Avery’s story. Read more about their happily ever after in this bonus epilogue.

      Want to know what happens when Dylan wins a blind date with football player Reid Everson? Pre-Order Perfect for You.

      Football. It’s who I am; It’s what I do.

      But one blind date changes everything. I was prepared for a crazed fan—a cleat chaser. But Dylan Gannon is far from that. She’s a gorgeous, charismatic woman who always gets what she wants. This time, she wants me.

      Pre-Order Perfect for You.
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