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    Playlist 
 
      
 
    Thing Called Love: NF 
 
    Real: NF 
 
    Say You Won’t Let Go: James Arthur 
 
    Waiting Game: Banks 
 
    Believer: Imagine Dragons 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dedication 
 
      
 
    For everyone with a love story and those still waiting for theirs to unfold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Willow 
 
    Andrew Hunter is the best thing that ever happened to me … and the worst. Sexy, intelligent, and masculine, he checks all the boxes on the ‘man of my dreams’ wishlist. There’s one catch: he needs a ring before we do the thang. I thought I knew what true love would look and feel like, but he’s showing me I have a lot to learn. Will our sacrifice be worth the ultimate prize in the end? Or will fear keep me from the one thing I’ve always wanted? 
 
      
 
    Andrew  
 
    After love and tragedy crushed my spirit and split my soul, I found myself left to care for two small children. Forced to piece myself back together for them, I focused on career and family. I never expected to meet the one woman who would complete me. The promise I made in desperation keeps me from doing the one thing we both want most. Will my vow cost me the love of my life, or can we make it down the aisle? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nip it in the Bud 
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    Chapter One 
 
    Willow  
 
      
 
    I swirl the rum and cola around in my glass and ask myself how I got here again. Licking my wounds didn’t consist of getting dressed up and heading down to the local sports bar, but when Petunia and Olive put their minds together, they’re a force of nature. To be fair, this is more than a ‘shake off rejection’ outing. Petunia and Mason are getting ready to go into preparation for baby mode, and Olive and her husband, Luca, are getting ready to leave on their much-deserved honeymoon they put off for the past three months.  
 
    Saying no to heading downtown to visit the sports bar, Lachey’s, wasn’t an option when we have an entire girls’ weekend planned. In the back of my mind, I always thought things would eventually come together for me and Ross. We got along well, and our non-dates were increasing in frequency. The ‘I’m not looking to be more than friends’ talk after dinner and a movie a few weeks back caught me off guard.  
 
    His ‘You’re a great girl, but I’m not looking to be in a relationship’ speech is one I haven’t heard since I was in college. The words ring in my ears on repeat, cutting into me like a sharp-edged blade. It wasn’t that hung up on Ross, though his accent and personality do make him a great catch. It was more than that. I’m acutely aware of my single status at the moment. I’m pushing thirty-four with no prospects on the horizon. Which would be fine, if I wasn’t so lonely lately. Watching my best friends settle down and prepare to start families is highlighting how much my own love life is sorely lacking.  
 
    I glance over at the table where Petunia and Olive are devouring Spinach Artichoke Dip. I volunteered to get the next round, but it was more of a ploy to step away.  
 
    “They’re crowded tonight.”  
 
    The rich baritone comes from my left. I turn and nearly lose my breath at the sight of the man beside me. His green eyes are full or mirth and humor. Full lips complement a square jawline, and a few pieces of sandy brown hair are visible from beneath his Cincinnati Reds hat. You’ve got to love a man with pride in his city.  
 
    “Very. But that’s a good sign. You know the food will be fresh, and the drinks will be on point,” I reply. Dressed in a crisp white T-shirt paired with ripped up dark denim and Timberlands, he exudes masculinity. Turning my body toward him, I continue my appreciative once over. I’m six foot, so he’s easily six foot three or four, and lean.  
 
    “That’s true,” he says with a smile, revealing a deep dimple in his left cheek. “Are you here with friends?”  
 
    I glance down to hide my smirk. He’s trying to figure out if I’m on a date.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s girls’ night. It’s my turn to buy a round. How about you?”  
 
    “I’m hanging out with my brother and my cousin. I travel a lot for my job, and it’s been a while since our schedules allowed us all to get together.”  
 
    Color me intrigued.  
 
    “What do you do?”  
 
    He laughs. “If I tell you, everything will change, and I like this conversation we have going too much to let that happen.”  
 
    I arch my eyebrow. “Is it illegal?”  
 
    He shakes his head. “Not even close. It’s just unusual.”  
 
    “I’m all for a little mystique, but you have to give me more than that since you brought it up.”  
 
    “How about we make a deal? You tell me more about yourself, and then I’ll tell you more about my job?”  
 
    “Very smooth move,” I say with a laugh.  
 
    “Just trying to keep the conversation flowing with a beautiful woman.”  
 
    Nice. There’s a sweet sincerity about him. I like his playful approach. If he’s feeding me lines, he’s a master at it.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll play along.”  
 
    He gives me a full-on grin that steals my breath away. There’s an openness to it. You don’t experience that with many people nowadays.  
 
    “We should start with introductions. I’m Andrew, but everyone calls me Drew.” He holds out his hand.  
 
    “Hi Drew, I’m Willow, and if you want to stay on my good side, you will not call me Will.” We shake, and a jolt of electricity flows through my body. I blink, stunned by the response to skin against skin.  
 
    His eyes widen slightly. “Nice to meet you, Willow.”  
 
    I like the way my name sounds on his lips. His voice softens, and there’s a touch of something amazingly close to wonder, as if I’m some newly discovered treasure.  
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    “So, tell me something about yourself, Willow.”  
 
    “I work as a florist.”  
 
    “I had a bunch of flower puns that came to mind, but I’m going to bite my tongue, so you don’t see what a nerd I really am.”  
 
    I laugh. “No, please, let your geek flag fly. You’re in like-minded company.”  
 
    “Careful, you don’t know the Pandora’s box you could be opening.”  
 
    I sip on my drink, amused. “I’ve never been afraid of a little risk. Are you going to talk baseball cards to me?”  
 
    He snickers. “No, that was never really my first love.”  
 
    “Oh, and what is?”  
 
    “Music.”  
 
    “Are you a vinyl lover?” I ask.  
 
    He nods. “There’s something extra about analog recordings.”  
 
    “They have their own personality,” I agree.  
 
    “More life,” he whispers. His lips curve upward. “You get it.”  
 
    “I have an extensive collection.”  
 
    “So you’ve been to Shake it Records?” he asks, mentioning the two-story record store on the Northside with a fairly impressive selection.  
 
    “Yeah, I love that place. It’s an easy way to spend a couple of hours.”  
 
    The bodies shift, and we find ourselves in front of the bartender.  
 
    “Can I help whoever’s next?” the brunette bartender with flowing locks asks.  
 
    “Ladies first,” Drew says.  
 
    I flash him a smile. “Can I get a Kentucky Bourbon Ale, a cola, and a Stella Artois?”  
 
    “Coming right up.” She pours the drinks quickly from the taps. “That’ll be twelve dollars.”  
 
    I place a twenty down. “Keep the change.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she replies with a smile.  
 
    I hesitate, glancing at Drew.  
 
    “Is that your table over there?” He nods toward where Petunia and Olive are eyeing us with interest.  
 
    “It is.”  
 
    “How about I find you after I drop my drinks off?” he asks.  
 
    I pause. Ideally, a bar isn’t the best place to meet someone, but my gut tells me I’d regret not getting to know him better. “I’d like that.”  
 
    “See you soon, beauty.” He winks as I balance the three drinks and make my way from the bar.  
 
    “Girl, what was that?” Petunia asks.  
 
    “That was Drew. We met waiting for drinks, and … um, I think he’s going to come and visit.”  
 
    “Oh, he has manners then. I like him already,” Olive says.  
 
    Biting my lip to keep from smiling, I shrug. “He seems like a nice guy.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Drew appears at our table.  
 
    “Good evening, ladies. My new friend, Willow, said it’d be okay if I stopped by for a visit.”  
 
    Petunia and Olive glance at one another and smile.  
 
    “Please, join us.” Petunia gestures toward the empty seat beside me. 
 
    “Yes, any friend of Willow’s is welcome,” Olive adds. They’re laying it on thick. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Drew says as he pulls out his chair and takes a seat beside me. 
 
    “Drew, this is Petunia and Olive. Girls, this is Drew.”  
 
    “So, Drew, tell us a bit about yourself,” Petunia prompts as she studies him with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “Well, my name is Drew Hunter. I like dogs, sunsets, and long walks on the beach.” 
 
    The girls exchange worried glances as his cheese factor rockets.  
 
    Ha pauses and smirks. “Naw I’m playing though.”  
 
    We all laugh. “I was born and raised not too far from Cincinnati in Amelia. I have a home there now close to my family. We’re a close-knit crew. I’m thirty-three. I work in the music industry. I collect vinyl records, and my job keeps me traveling.”  
 
    The girls share a glance.  
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, Olive and I are going to make our way to the little lady’s room. But please, don’t let that stop you too from chatting.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. They’re so obvious and unrepentant about it.  
 
    “I guess I passed the first test?” Drew says.  
 
    “You didn’t ring any psycho alarms, so yeah.”  
 
    “You owe me a few facts about yourself, Willow.”  
 
    “I’m thirty-four, born and raised in Loveland, where I co-run a floral shop with Petunia.”  
 
    “You like what you do. Your entire face lights up when you talk about it.”  
 
    “I love it. I get to help run the show, without the hassle and headaches that come with ownership.” I shudder thinking about taxes at the end of the year.  
 
    “I know you collect vinyl, what else do you like to do?”  
 
    “I love to take road trips, and do crafty things,” I shrug. “I’m not very exciting.”  
 
    “I think that’s a lie. I’ve barely known you for thirty minutes, and you have my heart speeding.”  
 
    Licking my lips, I tuck a strand of my flat-ironed hair behind my ears. “You’re pretty charming. You know that?”  
 
    He shakes his head, smiling. “I’m just speaking truth. You’re a beautiful woman with a nice laugh, and I think we might have a lot in common. I’d like to get to know you better if I could.”  
 
    I take a drink of beer to moisten my dry mouth. This was the last thing I expected to happen tonight. I hadn’t even wanted to come, but I knew it would let the girls down.  
 
    “If you want my number, I need to know what you do.”  
 
    He sighs. “I’m a performer.”  
 
    “Like in a band?”  
 
    “No, I’m a solo artist.”  
 
    “What kind of music.”  
 
    “Hip hop.”  
 
    I narrow my gaze. The clothes and the swagger make more sense.  
 
    “What kind of hip hop artist are you?”  
 
    “I’m a rapper.”  
 
    I bite back a moan of disappointment. Of course, you are. I should’ve known he was too good to be true. All the traveling he does, and the number of women he must see allowed him to perfect his pick-up game.  
 
    “That look on your face is why I don’t like to talk about my job right away. I promise you, whatever you’re thinking about me, my life, or my job is wrong.”  
 
    “Oh, really?” I say skeptically.  
 
    “I’m a Christian rapper.”  
 
    And the mic drops.  
 
    “Wait. How does that even work?”  
 
    His lips twitch up into a smile. “Same concept, same beats, different delivery, and content.”  
 
    “Wow.” I did not see that coming.  
 
    “I’m the only Christian rapper signed to a major label right now.”  
 
    “That’s … I honestly don’t know what to say.” Major label? How famous is this guy?  
 
    He laughs. “It’s all right.”  
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “You’re going to be disappointed. I don’t have a fancy moniker. I go by A.H.”  
 
    “A.H. I like it. Sometimes less is more.”  
 
    He grins. “Exactly.”  
 
    “What do you rap about?”  
 
    “Things that have happened to me. Issues I’ve worked through, or I’m working through. Things I wish people had told me when I was younger. In so many ways our youth are in crisis mode, dealing with things daily we never had to. They need to hear they’re not alone. That someone has been there and come out on the other side. When you’re that young, things seem so final and all-consuming. They need a reminder that the teen years are just the tip of the iceberg.”  
 
    The passion in his voice tells me this cause is important to him. I admire that. If he puts this into his music, I’m not surprised he ended up with a deal. “How long have you been rapping?”  
 
    “Since high school. It was an outlet for me. I had some tough situations to deal with, and this helped me find my way through all that.”  
 
    There’s a novel-worthy story behind that statement, and what’s more important, I want to read the book.  
 
    “Now that you know what I do, will we be talking again?”  
 
    His face has become devoid of emotions.  
 
    “Is this the point where you and most women part ways?” I ask, genuinely surprised. In a world where women claim they can’t find a good man, they’d overlook a sexy, passionate man bringing a positive message. 
 
    “They don’t understand what I’m doing, or why I live my life the way I do. Every job has its pros and cons. I happen to be under scrutiny from time to time, and it can add pressure.”  
 
    “I can’t even imagine what it’s like to be watched and judged.”  
 
    “Not easy. No one on this earth is perfect, and I would never claim to be. Yet, people want to treat you as if you should be.”  
 
    “That’s deep.”  
 
    “It’s true, unfortunately. I try to live my life in a way that keeps me true to what I believe.”  
 
    I’m intrigued by this man.  
 
    “And what do you believe?” I lean in to hear him over the voices and music surrounding us.  
 
    “Oh, we’ve progressed,” Olive says in a sing-song voice.  
 
    Drew chuckles. “I know it’s a girls’ night, so I won’t intrude any further.” He takes out his phone, and I follow suit. We both know there’s plenty left for us to talk about. It’s refreshing meeting a man who’s so different from the ones I’ve known before. I want to peel back his layers and see what actually lies beneath.  
 
    He stands. “You ladies enjoy your night. Willow, I’ll be talking to you soon.”  
 
    Smiling, I watch him disappear into the crowd.  
 
    “We send you to the bar, and you came back with tall, polite, and handsome,” Olive teases.  
 
    I giggle. “I guess I did.”  
 
    “Still worried about Ross?” Petunia asks.  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    She nods her head. “That’s my girl. I think we’ve successfully cured her, Olive.”  
 
    “No, I think, Drew did that all on his own,” Olive replies.  
 
    “Come on, you guys. He seems like a nice guy, but how any times have we thought that only to be proven wrong? I’m not getting my hopes up.” Even as the words leave my lips, I know I’m lying. There’s something special about Drew. The current that flowed between us begged to be explored.  
 
    “Don’t go into it with a closed mine. We all deserve a happy ending. Maybe he’s yours?” Olive says.  
 
    I’m not going to burst her bubble. Olive’s always been a little new agey, and her unexpected romance with candy billionaire, Luca Davenport, has her seeing, even more, stars in the sky. I learned a long time ago that what we deserve and what we get are often two completely different things.  
 
    “You’re right.” I give what I hope is a convincing smile. “But what I want to hear more about is this international honeymoon you’re going on. What countries are you hitting again?”  
 
    She beams as the conversation shifts, and I let Drew drift into the back of my mind.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Drew  
 
      
 
    The sound of little girl laughter floats up through the wooden fence. The symphony of joy brings a smile to my face. It’s an outward sign of the happiness Neomi and Iliana feel. Seeing them happy, healthy, and safe is all I’ve ever wanted for my daughters. They’re secure with me. There’s no endless stream of daycares as they move from place to place, strangers in and out of the house, or downward spirals.  
 
    I tried to give Monica the benefit of the doubt. I know what recovery is like. Addiction is a lifelong battle. As the son of an addict and a former user, I know this better than most. But she had plenty of chances to prove herself. Taking the girls and keeping them with me full time was the right thing to do. They’ve blossomed over the past couple of years, and I refuse to let anything happen to halt that process.  
 
    Children deserve the best we can give them. They didn’t ask to be born into this world, especially not the way the twins had entered. My stomach turns at the thought of that night. We were both a part of that disaster in one way or another, but I chose to get off the train track. She’s still speeding toward the locomotive.  
 
    The weekend was more than a boys’ night. It was a time for me to clear my head and make some tough decisions. I’ve put it off for a couple of reasons. I wanted to be fair. I’m scared to go to court, and deep down I’m concerned she has the edge over me. Courts don’t like to permanently sever ties between mothers and their children, and our circumstance are not the norm. I’m going to try to talk some sense into her once more before I pull out the big guns. 
 
    I can’t live worrying what’s around the corner. Being a parent means protecting their future at any cost. I’ve never been a punk, but guilt is a poisonous thing. It seeps into your soul, steals away common sense, and toys with your emotions. I’ve always had mixed feelings when it comes to Monica. It made me hesitate when I shouldn’t. I’m breaking away the chains of culpability. We both made our decisions. I chose the high road, and she chose the low. It’s time that becomes a statement of fact instead of an argument for why I owe her anything.  
 
    At peace with my final decision, I unlatch the gate and push it in.  
 
    “Daddy.”  
 
    Twin balls of energy with springy, coarse, dark curls and large, brown eyes race toward me. I rock back as they reach me and wrap me up in a hug. The sweet smell of coconut hair products, grass, and popsicles fills my nose. Their slender arms wrap around my waist, and I cherish the moment. I never wanted kids. Not after everything my father did. I didn’t believe I was capable of giving a child everything they deserved. But life has a funny way of  giving us what we need.  
 
    Those girls lit a fire under me in a way no one else in the world could. I picked back up my pen and paper and went after my career with a renewed hunger, nothing but success would fulfill. I had to because I wanted better for them, and the nine-to-five I was working wouldn’t allow me to hand them the world on a platter.  
 
    “Did you grow while I was gone?” I ask.  
 
    Neomi snorts. “You’re such a dork, Dad.”  
 
    At ten, they’re on the cusp between childhood and tween. I want to slow down time and keep them here. I’m not ready to deal with menstrual cycles, boys, and the loss of my coolness status.  
 
    “Were you good for Nana?”  
 
    “Of course,” Ilana says in a tone that screams duh. The hormones have already begun to change. Their new attitudes are things we’re navigating our way through, one mood swing at a time. My mom swears it’s normal. I choose to ignore her tone as they lead me toward my mom.  
 
    “Hey, Mom.”  
 
    “How was your evening, honey?” she asks.  
 
    I bend down and squeeze her. At five foot six inches with a slender build, petite features, and light blonde hair my mother looks more like a cheerleader than a fighter. People let the façade fool them. She’s a fierce warrior who has been through things that would break men twice her size. She’s my rock. The firm kick in the pants, the voice of reason, and the one person who refused to give up on me. Her tough love, tears, prayers, and strength brought me through some dark times. I owe her everything.  
 
    “It was good. I needed it.”  
 
    “Between touring and the girls, you’ve had little time to yourself. You have to make room to take care of yourself, too, bug.”  
 
    I smirk at the nickname. “I know, Ma.”  
 
    “Have you thought more on what we talked about?”  
 
    I nod my head. “Yeah, I’m going to handle it next week.”  
 
    “Good.” She gives a satisfied nod, and I turn my attention to the girls. My mom has been a life saver. She keeps the girls when I’m away, which can be a lot. I used to have a nanny that came in and helped until Mom decided to retire from teaching.  
 
    I take the seat beside her, and the girls return to corn hole. Despite their closeness, they have a competitive streak a mile long when it comes to each other. They’re ruthless when it comes to Monopoly, and I’m seeing their individual personality quirks and tastes emerge more and more as they grow older. I never agreed with Monica’s choice to constantly dress them alike with matching hairstyles and shoes to boot. I was more interested in finding out what they liked. It was one of the million things we didn’t see eye to eye on.  
 
    At times, I wondered if the girls were more like living dolls she could play dress up with. Because as much as she claimed to love them, they were never enough to help her get straight and stay that way. I couldn’t understand it. From the minute I knew they existed, my life revolved around them. All the more reason to make sure she can’t return and throw off their progress once more.  
 
    “You seem deep in thought,” Mom says. 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out the best way to approach her today. She can be obstinate. If you want her to do one thing, she’ll do the exact opposite out of spite and immaturity” I stopped by to see the girls to remind myself what’s at stake.  
 
    “I know you don’t want to hear this, but it may come down to court.”  
 
    The thought of the publicity and the uncertainty it would cause the girls makes my heart ache. “It’s the last thing the girls would need.”  
 
    “Let’s pray she realizes that. Deep down, beyond the layers of bitterness, denial, and addiction, she knows the girls belong with you.”  
 
    I wish I still believed that.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leaning back against the seat of my SUV, I close my eyes. I have a lot riding on this visit and no game plan. The words I attempted to string together don’t feel right. Thirty minutes in front of a video screen is cold and impersonal. It’s no way to talk about serious matters, but it’s the only option we have. I want to grab her by the shoulders and shake some sense into her. She’s been handed so many breaks. On probation multiple times, she’s been in and out of the system, getting short stints, and breaks. 
 
    I’m not shocked by her fifteen-year prison sentence. She’s served two so far. The first year, she kept her nose clean. The second year she was punished for drug use. Even behind bars, her addiction got the best of her. That’s when I stopped bringing the girls up to see her. Six months later, we’re at a stalemate. Today I’m taking the King. Lord, give me the words to break through to her. This entire family has been through enough.  
 
    I exit the car, taking only my keys and my wallet to make the search easier. It’s a routine I’ve grown used to. Anger flares in my belly. The late-night phone calls, ambulance rides, ODs, and everything else she’s forced on us has destroyed my ability to be sympathetic to her plight. Her real prison is the one she’s made for herself. All she has to do is unlock the door, step outside, and stay there.  
 
    I walk inside the building and up to the desk. Twenty minutes later, I’m seated at a kiosk with a pane of glass, and a large metal box separating me and Monica. Her dark hair is pulled back from her hair in a French braid, highlighting her overly thin frame. Dark circles stand out on her pale face. She’s a rundown version of the curvy girl with thick, chestnut-colored hair that framed her round face. I miss the full apples of her cheeks and the warmth that once existed in her cold, steel blue eyes. I pick up the phone.  
 
    “You finally done punishing me?” she asks.  
 
    “How am I doing that, Monica?” I sigh as my temples slowly begin to pulse.  
 
    “Staying away. Not giving me updates on the girls.”  
 
    “Do you really care about them?” I counter.  
 
    “Of course I do. They’re my kids, aren’t they?”  
 
    Only when it’s convenient, though, right? I bite my tongue. Arguing won’t change anything. I take a deep breath.  
 
    “As I said before, they don’t want to come here.”  
 
    “You’re the adult. Not them. Make them come.”  
 
    I shake my head. “Why should I, Mon?”  
 
    “Because I’m their mother.”  
 
    “Yes, and you’ve hurt them in a million different ways. I don’t think you realize how your life choices have impacted them.”  
 
    She scoffs. “What, you’re a counselor now?”  
 
    “No, I’m their father. The parent who deals with them every day and sees firsthand the damage you’ve caused. I’m the one who takes them to counseling and hears what the doctor has to recommend,” I say calmly. She’s a button pusher. If she realizes something gets under your skin, she’ll go for it full tilt.  
 
    “You telling me I don’t get a chance to make it up to them?” 
 
    “Monica.” Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sigh. “At this point, it’s more traumatic to force them to come. They don’t want to be here or have any contact with you at the moment. I refuse to force them. I did that for years, and I was wrong. I didn’t want to cut you out of their life because, yes, you are their mother, but I can no longer continue to play Russian roulette with their stability, mental health, and self-esteem.”  
 
    She leans closer to the screen. “What are you trying to say?”  
 
    “I think it’s time you sign your rights away.”  
 
    “Forget you, Drew. You’re not even their real father.”  
 
    The words are well-aimed missiles that go straight to my heart. “It takes more than genetic make-up to be a father, Monica.”  
 
    “You think any court is going to keep their only biological parent away from them permanently?”  
 
    “When said parent is locked away doing fifteen, yes. By the time you get out, they’ll both be adults capable of making their own decision about associating with you.”  
 
    “You want to act so holier than thou since you found God. Let me remind you, you’re an addict, too.”  
 
    “Yes, but I’ve been in recovery for over ten years,” I say quietly.  
 
    “You found money and fame, and you want to rid yourself of your embarrassing past. I’m not something you can sweep under the rug.”  
 
    I ignore her taunts.  
 
    “No, I’ve done everything I can to help you. Heck, I paid for your lawyers, Monica. I have to put the girls’ welfare first.”  
 
    “And signing the papers will do that how?”  
 
    “Because it gives me total control over what happens to my girls. It’s time. You’ve used up all your chances. We can do this the hard way or the easy way. I can take you to court, or you can show how much you really care about those girls and sign of your own free will. The last thing they need is to be interviewed, cross-examined, and put through the wringer by the press.”  
 
    Her jaw ticks. I hold my breath. She hangs up the phone, ending out conversation. The hard way it is.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Willow 
 
      
 
    I can’t stop my giggle as I walk into Hangover Easy and spot Olive in a pair of shades, a messy bun, and a casual outfit. The colorful floral print tights and an oversized white T-shirt are tame for her. Which means one of two things.  
 
    “Are you hungover from drinking or your new husband?” I ask as I sit next to her.  
 
    She snickers. “A bit of both?”  
 
    I laugh. “Still waters certainly run deep. He seems so reserved most of the time.”  
 
    “I know. Don’t believe the face he presents to the world. I’m still working on loosening him up some more.”  
 
    The sweet smile that appears on her lips is adorable, and the inner light making her skin look downright luminous is undeniable. She’s truly happy. Her business is booming, and she’s found the love of her life. After the struggle she had to the top, I’m overjoyed for her. Owning your own business is tough, but when you have a Y chromosome, it’s even tougher. You have to demand respect, guard your dreams, and let the wagging tongues go in one ear and out the other. At least here in the Midwest where people were still stuck in an era long gone by. Conservative and traditional, the older generation were having a hard time grasping how much things had changed.  
 
    In the past ten years, the entire face of downtown had been drastically altered. New, hip businesses line the clean and well-maintained streets, and new and interesting places are popping up left and right. Cincinnati had crept up into the top ten affordable places to live like a thief in the night. Never in a million years could anyone have predicted the growth and development waiting around the corner.  
 
    “If anyone can do it, it’s you, O.”  
 
    She smiles. “I think so, too.”  
 
    I lean forward in the bright orange plastic chair that looks like it came from the seventies with its thin silver legs and curved shape. The décor is a mixture of modern and vintage. The white brick accent walls and the black and white photo collaged back wall mesh well with the bright pops of color from the red vinyl booths and brightly colored plastic chairs paired with silver tables. I toy with the empty wooden beer carriers that house the condiments.  
 
    “This place is amazing,” I remark.  
 
    “I know. I wish we’d had spots like these when we were in our twenties.”  
 
    “Man, we weren’t down here then,” I say.  
 
    “Not at night at least. Nothing good was happening downtown after the sunset back then.” 
 
    “Right? Now the rent is sky high. Funny how things change.” I can’t help but think about the different paths we’re taking.  
 
    “Speaking of change, what happened with the cutie from the bar?”  
 
    “It’s been less than twenty-four hours. I haven’t talked to him.”  
 
    “Yet. I saw his face … trust me. He’s going to call you,” Olive states.  
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “What are we talking about?” Petunia asks, appearing to my right.  
 
    My eyebrows shoot up as I take in her appearance.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure we should be the hungover one,” I say as she takes a seat beside O. Her hair has been slicked back into a low hanging ponytail, and her skin looks washed out.  
 
    “About that.”  
 
    “Oh my goodness—”  
 
    “You’re pregnant,” I whisper, finishing Olive’s sentence.  
 
    She chuckles. “Yeah, I am.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us last night?” Olive squeaks.  
 
    “I wasn’t one-hundred percent. We took the test first thing this morning.”  
 
    “Congratulations, Mommy,” I say, awed. Finally, someone in my close circle was entering parenthood. Holy garbage.  
 
    “Thank you. We’re super excited.”  
 
    “What are you doing here? You should be celebrating with him,” Olive says.  
 
    “No, I wanted to have this last weekend with you guys. Soon, I’ll be more than just Petunia or even Petunia, Mason’s wife. I’m going to be Petunia the baby vessel. I’ve seen it happen enough to know how it’ll go. This allows me to have those last fleeting moment of selfishness.”  
 
    “Aww, hon. You know we’ll love baby bit, but you’re always going to be our main concern,” I say.  
 
    She gives a shaky smile. “You don’t know how relieved I am to hear that. Our families are going to be so suffocating.”  
 
    “Are you going to tell them now?” Olive asks.  
 
    “Not for a while.”  
 
    “I don’t blame you,” I reply, thinking of how excited her parents will be to have their first grandchild, and her in-laws will be to see Mason finally settling down.  
 
    “Yeah, I think the morning sickness is hitting. So we’ll see how long I can keep this to myself.”  
 
    “Well, our lips are sealed,” I say.  
 
    Olive zips her lips shut, and I laugh.  
 
    Petunia giggles and the moment passes.  
 
    “Enough of the sappiness. What conversation was I walking in on earlier?”  
 
    “Nothing,” I say.  
 
    “Ha. I was talking about her new boo, Drew.”  
 
    “Ahhh Mr. sexy with manners. Did he call already?” Petunia asks.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Petunia shrugs. “A couple more days then.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Can we order? I’m starving.”  
 
    They exchange a look, but let the topic drop as we pour over the menu. I love the themed plates. From Sloppy Seconds to Struggling to Get Up, the tongue-in-cheek styled meals are all delicious and affordable. I blow my healthy eating habits out the window with Frog Eyes, two homemade biscuits topped with sausage gravy and two eggs. At least I’m hydrating. I drain another glass of water and smile at the cute brunette hipster with black-rimmed square glasses and dark brown hair that falls across his forehead and over one of his dark brown eyes. 
 
    We owe him a nice tip. He’s been keeping the entire table happy. I can’t help but feel like this is the end of an era. This time next week, Olive will be in Europe with her husband, and Petunia will be settling into her recently acquired role of mommy-to-be. I take in all the details, committing the moment to memory.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sound of the phone ringing makes me groan. Odd Thomas was just about to stumble into a new set of issues. I’d been trying to finish the series for months, but between my social life and my work schedule, it was slow going. I placed my magnetic bookmark to save my space and glance down at the screen. It’s Drew! 
 
    I’m shocked. It’s only been two days. A day and a half if you want to get technical. The men I know never call before at least three. Intrigued, I answer the phone.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “You sound surprised to hear from me,” he says. I can hear the amusement in his voice, and my mind instantly brings up an image of his dimpled smile.  
 
    “I am. I thought three days was the rule,” I reply, probing him for more information. Is this an act or is he just different?  
 
    “Maybe, but figured there was no point in pretending I wasn’t interested when I am.”  
 
    I can’t stop the smile that curves my lips upward. I appreciate his straightforward approach. We’re too old to play games “I like your honesty.”  
 
    “It’s all I deal in. You were on my mind, so I thought I’d give you a call.”  
 
    “I’m glad you did.” There’s something about his openness that encourages me to be the same way.  
 
    He gives a boyish chuckle, and I find myself feeling like a preteen with stars in my eyes and butterflies in my belly. Leaning back against my couch, I take a long draw off my sweet tea.  
 
    “What are you up to today?” he asks.  
 
    I glance down at my plaid boxers and tank top. Sundays are my lazy day. I tend to spend my time curled up with a good book or catching up on my TV shows in my pajamas 
 
    “Reading.”  
 
    “Anything good?”  
 
    “I think so. I’m trying to finish the Odd Thomas series by Dean Koontz.”  
 
    “Wasn’t there a movie?” he asks.  
 
    “Yes,” I say excitedly.  
 
    “I think I caught it on Netflix. It was a pretty interesting concept.”  
 
    “If you liked the movie, you have to read the books. They’re so much better.”  
 
    “They always are.”  
 
    “Do you read?” I ask.  
 
    “Whenever I get the chance. I like nonfiction self-improvement type of books, classic literature, and some science fiction.”  
 
    A man who reads feels like a rare gem.  
 
    “That’s cool. I love classic lit, chick lit, horror, and romance.”  
 
    He chuckles. “Ahhh, a romantic at heart?”  
 
    “Maybe just a little.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Are you busy this afternoon?”  
 
    I swallow. Being along with him this soon makes me nervous. Especially when he appears squeaky clean. Sometimes, those are the people with the most to hide. “I thought this was the getting to know you stage?”  
 
    “It is. I just thought you might like to do that over ice cream?”  
 
    “You’re trying hard to rack up the brownie points or what?” He’s constantly surprising me.  
 
    “Happy bonus.”  
 
    I like him, darn it.  
 
    “Since you answered, I’m guessing it’s safe to say I haven’t scared you off yet.”  
 
    “You’d be correct. Tell me more about this ice cream.”  
 
    “Have you ever been to Aglamesis Brothers?”  
 
    “To Agla who?” I ask.  
 
    He chuckles. The rich baritone sends a gaggle of geese soaring in my belly. We’re moving past the butterflies faster than I like. But who am I kidding? He had me at I like to read.  
 
    “It’s an old-fashioned soda fountain that’s been around since nineteen thirteen. They have all kinds of homemade candy and ice cream. Do you know where the King Arthur’s Toy Store is off Madison Road?”  
 
    “The one next to the Blue Manatee Bookstore?”  
 
    “That’s the street. The Aglamesisis Bros is between the two.”  
 
    “I can’t believe I’ve never noticed it,” I say more to myself than him.  
 
    “It’s hidden. If you’re not looking for it, it’s easy to miss. Are you up for meeting there in say an hour?”  
 
    A million negative thoughts rise in my head. I tamp them down. It’s time to take a chance. Waiting by idly had gotten me a Dear John dismissal from Ross. Drew is actively interested in me and putting in the effort.  
 
    “I can do that.”  
 
    “Good. I look forward to seeing you.”  
 
    “Me too,” I admit softly. We hang up, and I can’t help but feel a little giddy. I’m getting ready to have ice cream with a sweet guy who I know wants more than to get in my pants. I move to my room and rifle through my closet, coming up with a soft pink T-shirt dress, and a pair of pink sandals. It hits all the three c’s—casual, cute, and comfy. It’s perfect for a kind of date outfit. I grab my oversized floral purse and head out the front door. 
 
    Not wanting the girls to make a big deal out of this If things don’t pan out, I keep the meet up to myself. We’re meeting in a public setting, so I don’t feel I need an emergency out. It’s ice cream, how long could it take to eat if things turned bad? Feeling empowered, I head to the car with an extra spring in my step.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drew  
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I’m actually nervous. I wipe my hands on my jeans as I wait for her to appear. I could wait until we’ve had a few more dates and delay coming clean, but I know how precious time is. I have a few months of downtime to do some recording before I’m back on the road. I can’t waste any of that if I hope to turn this connection I felt with her into something tangible that can withstand all the time I spend away. It’s been a long time since I attempted to date. Between the girls, my career, and the fact that long distance is like a plague to most people, it’s easier to stay single. 
 
    But there’s something about Willow that makes me want to try. So here I am, sweating bullets because I have a lot of baggage. It’s better to be honest upfront, so I have to tell her about my girls and let the chips fall where they may, but not before I enjoy at least one date with her. The door opens, and she steps inside, lit by the sunlight pouring through the door behind her forming a halo on her dark hair.  
 
    She’s gorgeous in a simple pink dress that covers everything but hints at the shapely frame beneath. Her legs are long with muscular calves, and her skin all but glows. I stand. She smiles, and walks over to the table to join me. The heart-shaped design on the backs of the chair suddenly seems less cheesy and more romantic.  
 
    “Drew, this place is adorable,” she says as she meets me halfway.  
 
    “And yet it doesn’t hold a candle to you.”  
 
    “Smooth talker.”  
 
    “Truth-speaker.”  
 
    “I think I see those word skills in use.”  
 
    I shake my head. “Nah, you haven’t seen anything yet. Since it’s your first time here, I’ll let you pick the seat.”  
 
    “The romantic in me can’t resist these chairs,” she whispers.  
 
    I hide my chuckle with a cough. “All right, ladies first.” I gesture toward the table and pull out her chair. Being the father of girls made me hyper aware of how I treat women. I was young and stupid when they were born, but I tightened up. I had no other choice. I push her back in and sit across from her. A few moments later a waitress in a pair of jeans and a crisp white T-shirt with a black apron approaches with two laminated placemat-style menus.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Rhonda, and I’ll be your waitress today. I’ll give you to a few minutes to look over the menu.”  
 
    “Thanks, Rhonda,” I say politely as I keep my eyes trained on Willow. Her eyes dance with mirth, and she exudes an almost child-like sense of joy and wonder.  
 
    “I love places like this. Where history is baked into every nook and cranny.” She peers around. “I can just imagine girls in poodle skirts, and boys in button ups and crisp khaki pants lined up. Ha, or maybe on the other spectrum. Bad boys with slicked back hair, white T-shirts, and denim jeans.”  
 
    “You like bad boys, Willow?”  
 
    She snickers. “No. I like men who can handle their business.”  
 
    Her answer sends something like hope running through me. Women say they want a nice guy, but in reality, we finish last often.  
 
    “I like to hear that.”  
 
    “Did I strike you as someone with a penchant for bad boys?”  
 
    “I never assume. That’s why I’m asking.” 
 
    “It’s never been my thing.”  
 
    “Good to know. You decide on what you want yet?”  
 
    “Everything?” she says with a laugh.  
 
    Her lips quirk up, and I admire the natural beauty displayed on her heart-shaped face. Dark hair frames her face, straight and thick. Full lips sit below a slightly upturned nose, and her large, chocolate-brown eyes are highlighted by ridiculously long lashes. She’s beautiful without trying. If she’s wearing makeup, it’s slight. I know more than I ever wanted to about beauty products thanks to my daughters. They’re not allowed to wear more than colored lip-gloss, but it doesn’t stop them from watching YouTube tutorials, or window shopping as they like to call it.  
 
    In the end, we both get two-scoop sundaes with various flavor ice creams so we can compare them. I smother mine in chocolate sauce, and she goes the marshmallow route.  
 
    “This is so good.” She moans as she takes a healthy scoop of banana chocolate chip.  
 
    “They hand make this here, along with all the candy,” I say with a nod toward the counter on the opposite side of the room that had everything from chocolate-covered pretzels to toffee and truffles.  
 
    “Tell me more about you.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?”  
 
    “Everything.”  
 
    Her eyebrows rise, and I shrug. “When you’re constantly on the go, you learn how precious time is. I wouldn’t be here with you if I wasn’t interested. So, I want to know what you like what you don’t. What your aspirations are.”  
 
    Her eyes widen, and her expression turns thoughtful. I can come on strong when I want something, so tempering my personality would only lead to disaster later down the road. 
 
    “I like where I’m at in my career. I might buy into the shop I manage once I get my duckies lined up. I like quiet days at home on Sundays after hectic work schedules, traveling, thrifting, and spending time with family and friends. I have one baby sister who’s twenty-five and works as a nurse. My family and I are fairly close; we get together every couple of weeks for dinner. I dislike sour flavors, liars, raw onions, and the color purple.”  
 
    “The movie?”  
 
    She laughs. “No, the actual color.”  
 
    “Isn’t that like sacrilegious for a girl?”  
 
    She clucks her tongue. “So old school and close-minded.”  
 
    “My bad.”  
 
    She smirks. “Tell me more about you. Same question.”  
 
    “You know I’m close to my family. I have a love-hate relationship with travel for obvious reasons. I like spending time at home with my family and friends, old school hip hop and vinyl records. I despise liars, drugs, and judgment.”  
 
    “Wait. You’re a Christian rapper, and you consider yourself open-minded?”  
 
    “Whatever thoughts you have about Christians, throw them out the window. I don’t believe I’m perfect, or that my way is the only way. It’s the right one for me, and yes, I think everyone should have a personal relationship with God, but that’s not for me to force onto anyone. Nor is it up to me to dictate how it should look. It’s people who do that give us a bad name.”  
 
    She tilts her head. “Hmm.”  
 
    “What I do, it’s controversial. There are plenty of people who have a lot to say about me and what I rap about. They want me to be someone else and paint a happy, rainbow-filled picture about life. But the truth is life is hard. It can get dark. I want those kids out there to know they’re not alone when they hit those times in their life.”  
 
    “It sounds like you’re coming from a personal place.”  
 
    “I am. All you have to do is google me to know my history, but I want you to hear it straight from the source. I came from a happy family. I’m the oldest of three. I have a younger brother and a sister. We had the American dream. White picket fence, an awesome mom who taught second grade, and a dad who worked construction. I was in sixth grade when my dad was in an accident on a site that injured his back. Insurance paid for the operations, but he was in and out of the hospital for months and in excruciating pain. The only thing that helped were painkillers. Eventually, he needed them more and more, and it became a habit he never kicked. It put him in the ground.”  
 
    She gasps. “Oh my goodness. I am so sorry.”  
 
    I shrug. “He’s been gone for years now, but the devastation he left behind his alive and well. We’re all working on it, and healing a little at a time. I spiraled in my teens. I was looking for something to fill the hole he left behind and fell into the same trap. Unlike most, I had a parent who fought for me. I got on the right path, and I stayed there.”  
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “I know it’s a lot, but omission is too close to lying.”  
 
    “When did this happen?”  
 
    “Right after high school. I was a mess from nineteen to twenty-one.”  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    “That’s more complicated. The short answer would be a woman, Monica. We met at vulnerable times in our life. Birds of a feather flock together, you know? I went to rehab, and she refused. When I came out, I discovered she was pregnant.”  
 
    “Goodness.”  
 
    “Yeah, nothing like being fresh out of rehab and getting a call that your pregnant ex-girlfriend is going into labor early with twins. The girls barely made it. They were under birth weight and addicted to opiates. It was touch and go. Fresh out of rehabilitation, I was searching my soul for something greater than myself. It’s cliché, but I found that stability in the lord. So I cried out to him. I promised him if he’d spare my girls, I’d dedicate my life to him. It was the catalyst to change in my lie. The cuss words left my rhymes, and I got myself together in every aspect … physically, mentally, spiritually.” Gooseflesh breaks out over my arms as the hairs on the back of my neck stand on in. The story never fails to have a profound effect on me. 
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in, but I wanted to be up front. My girls and my career are my life. They both take up a lot of time, and energy, but they are the best things I’ve ever done, and completely worth it.” I sit back in the chair and watch as a range of emotions pass over her face. I’m past being ashamed of my past, and I refuse to let my children be something I feel I have to hide. If she can’t accept me as I am, it’s better to find out now.  
 
    She scrapes her bowl with her spoon as an odd silence falls between us. 
 
    “How old are you girls?”  
 
    “Neomi and Ilana are ten going on twenty,” I reply with a roll of my eyes.  
 
    She laughs. “So, who watches them when you’re away?”  
 
    “My mother now that she’s retired from teaching. Before that, we had childcare, and then a nanny when it became necessary. I would never allow them to suffer due to my lifestyle.”  
 
    “What does their mother think?”  
 
    I sigh. “She’s been in and out of the picture. The pills were a habit she’s never managed.”  
 
    “So you’ve got sole custody?”  
 
    I nod. “Yeah.”  
 
    “That’s a lot.”  
 
    “Now you see why I have so much to say in my music.”  
 
    “I can imagine. I’ll be honest, you have a lot going on in your life, but I’ve never been afraid of a challenge. I enjoy talking with you and spending time. I’d like to continue doing that and see what happens.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do.”  
 
    The tension I’ve been carrying subsides and the conversation turns lighter. I feel like I dodged a bullet. Kids aren’t everyone’s cup of tea. Especially with a drug addicted baby mama who comes in and out of the picture. You add my past with drug addiction and my unusual job, and you have a trifecta that usually lands me in the undateable zone. I study her casually as we move to pay the bill and take a walk. I’m a man who goes after what he wants, and I want this woman beside me.  
 
    “My treat. I invited you here,” I say, taking the bill.  
 
    “What? No.”  
 
    “One thing you should get used to with me is being treated like the queen you are.”  
 
    The intake of breath sends blood rushing straight down as I find myself wondering what she looks like in the throes of passion. My pants tighten, and I clear my throat and think about icy showers. This woman is going to test my resolve in the most amazing and tortuous ways. I don’t believe in sex before marriage, but there are plenty of other ways to bring pleasure that don’t involve penetration. Given a chance, I’d worship her from head to toe.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Willow  
 
      
 
    Peering at myself in the mirror, I laugh. Dressed in a pair of worn blue jeans and a three-quarter sleeve black and white baseball T-shirt, I’m ready to go bowling. Things with Drew are never dull, and I’m having more fun than I can remember having in years. It’s more than dinners and movies. We’ve hiked trails, explored tiny antique shops, and had picnics in the park. This is the first time he’s coming to my place to pick me up. It’s not a coincidence. This has moved into deeper waters. I lick my lips. I want him. The chaste kisses on the cheeks and hugs are no longer going to cut it.  
 
    I want to explore the chemistry between us. Can I do this? We’ve been living in a bubble. The phone calls, texts, and weekly get together were fine when we were deciding where this would head. Now that I’m free falling into like, things are getting serious. Sex is important, but not everything. It’s the commitment that comes with him. We’re dating with the intention of a potential marriage match. My heart jumps in my chest. I’m getting everything I said I wanted, and it’s terrifying.  
 
    I study my reflection. My eyes are bright, and my skin glows. I’m happier than I’ve been in a long time. Work is excellent, but it’d been the leading lady in my life for far too long. Now I’m living.  
 
    The knock on the door tears my attention away from the mirror. Heat infuses my body and popcorn starts to pop in my belly. It’s stronger than butterflies now; tiny bursts of excitement and joy fill me. I move from my room and down the hallway, through the living room to the front door.  
 
    He smiles, and I’m lost in his dark blue eyes. The cornflower blue darkens to sapphire, and he steps forward, wraps a warm hand around my neck, and pulls my body to his. I moan at the feel of the hard planes of his body pressed against my curves. My lids lower and I tilt my head back to accept his kiss. His lips brush mine, like the whisper of wings, once, twice. My stomach muscles clench, and he comes back. What starts as a sampling is a full-blown feast. Our heads tilt as our lips move together. I moan as my legs grow weak and he places his hand on the small of my back. His tongue slips into my mouth, and I swear I see bursts of bright lights beneath my lids.  
 
    I grip onto his T-shirt to remain standing as our tongues tangle. The need for oxygen makes me pull back, breathing like I just ran a 5k. He rests his forehead against mine, keeping us connected as we calm ourselves.  
 
    “Incredible.”  
 
    He chuckles. “Yeah.”  
 
    I step back, still reeling as he walks inside and closes the door behind me. “I been wanting to do that since we first met,” he admits.  
 
    I smile up at him and realize I’m screwed. I’m in more than like. I’m smitten. When he trails the backs of his knuckles down my face, I shudder.  
 
    He licks his lips. “You taste even better than I imagined you would.”  
 
    I whimper. “Drew …”  
 
    “Yes, beautiful?”  
 
    I shake my head, unable to handle his intensity. He makes me feel like I’m the only woman in the world.  
 
    He brushes his thumb over my lip, sending warmth throughout my body. I’m shocked I haven’t melted into a puddle on the floor yet.  
 
    “You look so pretty with your lips swollen from my kisses.”  
 
    His words shock me. My mouth forms an O. He chuckles. “Believe me, Willow, I’ve noticed you. I’d have to be dead not to. I wanted to make sure we were on the same page before I made a move.”  
 
    “And now?”  
 
    Tilting his head, he takes a step into my space. “Now I’m going to have a hard time keeping my hands to myself.” He clears his throat. “Which is why we should go.”  
 
    I glance down to hide my smirk. I like knowing I affect him as profoundly as he does me. He’s reminding me how devastating a simple caress can be.  
 
    “No tour?” I ask with a pout. I like pushing his buttons.  
 
    “You want to show me your home?”  
 
    I nod my head.  
 
    “Then, by all means, lead the way. But let’s skip the bedroom for now.”  
 
    My eyebrow quirks. “For now?”  
 
    “There’s many ways to bring pleasure. Eventually, I’ll show you all of them.”  
 
    “So sure?” I whisper.  
 
    “I knew the minute I first saw you that you were going to be someone special.”  
 
    “How can you say that?” I ask with a roll of my eyes.  
 
    “Because I’m the type of man who makes things happen, and you took my breath away. I’m not the type to hit on a woman in a bar, but you were calling me like some sort of siren of the sea. What else could I do, but come and speak with the lovely mermaid I was intent on capturing.”  
 
    “And have you?” I ask.  
 
    “Not yet.” He wraps an arm around my waist. “How about that tour now?”  
 
    “Afraid I’ll learn more of your secrets?”  
 
    “They’re yours to know when the time is right.” He kisses my temple, and I guide him to the kitchen, lost in thought as I absentmindedly give him the tour, skipping the bedroom as he suggested. His rich laughter makes me giggle. It’s like I’m flying with him. As we step out into the evening my excitement rises. Western Bowl is the perfect blend of old and new with vintage bones in the design and a pool hall with great drink prices and decent food. It also has pool and tables. “Since you’re not telling me where we’re going, are you going to be my driver?” he asks as we slip into the evening and he walks me to his car. He opens the passenger door, and I climb in.  
 
    His manners are old-school, but I appreciate it. I like feeling cherished and well-cared for. 
 
    “Sure. I’m good at directions.”  
 
    He puts on an XM hip-hop station, and I feed him directions until we’re pulling into the parking lot with the red neon sign beneath a large bowling pin and bowling ball.  
 
    “Western Bowl? I don’t think I’ve ever been here before.”  
 
    “You’ll love it.”  
 
    “You’re adorable when you’re excited.”  
 
    “You won’t be saying that when I wipe the floor with you. Have you read the back of my T-shirt?”  
 
    I turn away from him, and he laughs.  
 
    “You came to win, huh?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. All’s fair in bowling.”  
 
    “Game on then, my bloodthirsty lady.”  
 
    He twines our fingers as we make our way through the parking lot. We step inside, and he laughs.  
 
    “Glow bowling?” he asks.  
 
    “Hell yes! I made our reservations. We got a lane all night. Wait.” I pause.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I want to remember you like this, so sweet and happy before I decimate you.”  
 
    His jaw drops and I laugh.  
 
    “I’m kidding. But bowling is kind of my thing. I used to do it all the time growing up.”  
 
    “Okay, Bowlinator. You ready to put your money where your mouth is and make a wager?”  
 
    “What do you have in mind?”  
 
    “Loser cooks for the winner,” he says.  
 
    “You’re on,” I reply as the competitive virus infects me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two games later he’s bowing to me in an impression of Wayne and Garth from Wayne’s World. “We’re not worthy. We’re not worthy.”  
 
    I give a curtsy. “Thank you for this. It’s been ages since I bowled.”  
 
    “You could’ve fooled me,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Awww, don’t be sour. Let me get you a consolidation beer.”  
 
    “You’re rubbing the salt right in the wound, aren’t you?”  
 
    I walk over and hug him. “No. I’m done.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asks skeptically.  
 
    I nod.  
 
    “What do you want for dinner, sweetheart?”  
 
    I shove him playfully. “You couldn’t care less about me winning.”  
 
    “Like I mind you coming over my house for dinner. Maybe I threw the games on purpose.”  
 
    Just like that, he pokes holes in my victory.  
 
    “What? Did you?”  
 
    He smirks. “Did I?”  
 
    “Andrew.” 
 
    He wiggles his eyebrows. “How about that drink now?”  
 
    I trail behind him amused and impressed. He’s so much more than I ever imagined.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you still seeing, Drew?” Petunia asks as we work on the centerpieces for the Cusack wedding.  
 
    “I am.”  
 
    “You’ve been quiet about it.”  
 
    “Well, we’ve all been like three ships passing in the night. Olive isn’t even settled in from her vacation. You’re adjusting to being three instead of two, and per usual, the work here is insane thanks to summer weddings.” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have time for you.”  
 
    “I never thought that, Petunia. I just wanted to see where things were headed before I started talking him up. Especially after the Ross fiasco.”  
 
    “How was that on you? Ross was sending mixed signals.”  
 
    “Or I was reading into what wasn’t there. Either way, I’m over it.”  
 
    “So, are the two of you getting serious?”  
 
    I nod my head. “Yeah, I’d say we are. He has children.”  
 
    “What?” She pauses in mid-snip.  
 
     “Yeah, I know. Twin girls who’re ten.”  
 
    “Wow. How old was he when they were born?”  
 
    “Twenty-one.”  
 
    “Goodness.”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s had a … colorful life.”  
 
    “Rappers usually do,” she says sarcastically.  
 
    “Christian rapper and he really walks the part. He … um, he doesn’t believe in sex before marriage.”  
 
    Petunia laughs.  
 
    I glance down.  
 
    “Oh my goodness. You’re serious.”  
 
    “As a heart attack.”  
 
    “And you’re okay with this?” Petunia whispers.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure at first. It’s unusual for people our age, and there’s so much emphasis placed on sex. I started to turn him down based on that alone.”  
 
    “And then what happened?”  
 
    “I asked myself what mattered most in a relationship. Trust, respect, humor, common ground, and a million other things popped up first. We might not be sleeping together, but there’s plenty of intimacy.”  
 
    “How?”   
 
    “Holding hands, snogging like teenagers on the couch, cuddling, and sharing things with one another. It’s so much more than joining our bodies.”  
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “We’re doing something I’m not sure I’ve ever done,” I admit.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Dating with the intention of finding the person I want to be with for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “Goodness, Willow. What did this guy do to you?”  
 
    “He showed me what a relationship could be and I’ll never go back now.” Thoughts of him bring a smile to my face.  
 
    “You don’t think he’s coming with a lot of rules, regulation, and baggage? Where’s the kids’ mother?”  
 
    “Ilana and Neomi’s mother has a habit that landed her behind bars.”  
 
    “It just keeps getting better.”  
 
    “Petunia, you were encouraging me to give him a try, what’s with the hostility now?”  
 
    “I don’t want you to get hurt again, and he’s got a lot going on. I mean, how often is he even home? Who watches his children? Does he even have time for you? What happens if you decide to get married? What if the sex sucks? Are you ready to be an instant mom?”  
 
    I blink. “Whoa. First of all, marriage is a long way off. I don’t know if I’m ready for that, I haven’t met the girls, so the jury is still out. His mother watches them now, but previously there was a nanny while he was on the road touring. Yes, he has a hectic schedule, but he always makes time for me. I never worry about my importance to Drew, because he makes it clear by showing me in everything he does. From the random facts about me, he remembers, to the way I make my coffee or the texts during the day. I know this is different, but I’m happy. Can’t you support me for that reason alone?”  
 
    Petunia sighs. “If you’re happy, I’m happy.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “But I’m watching this guy like a hawk. I want to see the two of you together.”  
 
    I nod my head. And this is the other reason I kept it to myself. “I’ll set something up soon.”  
 
    “Good.” She nods, satisfied.  
 
    “How’s morning sickness?”  
 
    “Better thank goodness. Though the whole morning part is false advertisement.”  
 
    I snicker. “How much do you bet Olive isn’t far behind you in the baby boom category?”  
 
    “The way Luc looks at her, I’m surprised she hasn’t been spontaneously impregnated.”  
 
    “He’s so into her it’s almost sickening, isn’t it?” I ask with a laugh.  
 
    “She deserves that type of devotion. She loves hard.”  
 
    “This is true,” I agree.  
 
    “I know someone else who used to be the same way. I thought maybe that had changed, but I see stars in your eyes again. It’s a look I like.”  
 
    I shrug. “I just needed a bit of magic to help me remember.”  
 
    “Magic?”  
 
    “Yeah, magic. That feeling in your belly and your soul when it’s more than lust, but less than love. When the infinite realm of possibilities stretches before you.” I twist the flower into place, pinning it to the foam block as I allow myself to ask what if. It’s scarily easy to imagine life with Drew. It should scare the heck out of me. Yet it doesn’t. I’ve waited a long time to find the right man. Maybe I finally got it right. The thought makes me smile.  
 
    “Incredible, someone finally cracked that shell you put up around yourself.”  
 
    “Yeah, he did. I should’ve known the second I saw his dimpled smile I was a goner.” It felt good purging to my best friend. It made things feel more official.  
 
    We continue to play catch up as we work on the order and I can’t help but marvel at the contentment that has settled over my life.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drew 
 
      
 
    “Are we ever going to meet this mystery woman taking up your time?” Amanda asks.  
 
    I glance down at my little sister and shake my head. With her curly, dirty blonde locks and bright blue eyes, she favors my mother in more than looks. I knew it was a matter of time before the women in my life started getting invasive. Willow and I have been figuring things out for a couple months now, and our conversations and dates haven’t gone unnoticed. The important people in our life are growing curious.  
 
    “Don’t ease into the question or anything,” Chris says sarcastically.  
 
    “What? Like we weren’t all thinking it.” Amanda elbows my younger brother, Chris, and I chuckle.  
 
     “Soon,” I promise.  
 
    “Is this the chick from the bar?” Chris asks.  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Wait, you met her?” Amanda huffs. 
 
    “Calm down. I saw her from across the room when they first met. No introductions were made.”  
 
    “Good. I thought you might’ve been holding out on me.” Amanda glares. 
 
    Chris rolls his eyes. Twenty-nine and thirty, the two remain as thick as thieves despite their bickering. Just nine months apart, they’ve always had a special bond. The connection reminds me of the one that exists between Ilana and Neomi.  
 
    “I’m shocked Mom isn’t riding you for information,” Amanda mumbles.  
 
    I glance through the sliding glass doors to the kitchen where the girls are setting the table while Mom finishes dinner. “She drops hints. I think she’s just glad I’m getting back out there.”  
 
    “It’s long overdue,” Chris agrees.  
 
    “Between the twins, touring, and recording I didn’t have much time to meet a woman, let alone get to know them properly. It seemed like every woman I came into contact with was after me for what they thought I could give them.” I shake my headed thinking of the failed attempts at dating. 
 
    “But not this girl?” Amanda arches an eyebrow. 
 
    “It helps that she had no clue who I was before we dated, and she has her own thing going.”  
 
    “Please do enlighten us,” Chris says.  
 
    “She co-runs a floral shop with her best friend, Petunia. It keeps her pretty busy, and she loves it.” I shrug. 
 
    “So she makes decent money, then?” Amanda says.  
 
    I smile. “Yes. So you can put the claws away, baby sister.”  
 
    “I’m just looking out for you,” she mutters.  
 
    “I know, and I appreciate it, but Willow is different.” Ever since Amanda set me up with her friend, Casey, who tried to take me for all I was worth, she was skeptical of women. She’d known the bubbly blonde since college. On the surface, we made a good pair. She was fun-loving and sweet at first. Then I realized it was all an act. Not getting her way lead to tantrums and manipulations.  
 
    I broke it off, but it made my wary. Seeing her try to play me ruined a lengthy friendship and bred mistrust in all of us. It was the first taste of the trappings of fame. I’m a small fish in a big pond. I can’t even imagine what mega-stars deal with. Fame was never my goal. I’m good making a decent living and getting to pursue my passion. I know in my heart music is what I was put on this earth to do.  
 
    “How’s the new album coming along?” Chris asks, shifting the topic.  
 
    “Good?”  
 
    Chris snickers. “You don’t sound sure.”  
 
    “It feels a little bipolar at the moment. The songs aren’t gelling into a fluid concept. I’m going to have to decide on a direction soon. I thought I had one, but when I set down to write it’s not how it came out. I’m being pulled in so many different directions. It’s hard to focus in on a theme.”  
 
    “Don’t mess with the process, you know that always makes everything dry up,” Chris cautions. He knows the drill by now. Writer’s block is a death sentence that led to many a sleepless night.  
 
    “Believe me, I know. It’s why I’m letting it come to me organically. It’s always better to have too much material versus not enough. I can go back, narrow it down, and tighten things up later.”  
 
    “What’s going on with the Monica situation?” Amanda inquires.  
 
    I sigh. “We’re going to file for involuntary removal of parental rights. We have the grounds for it. I gave her the chance to sign off on her own. I don’t like the limbo we’re in now. Especially with the way Kathy can be so spiteful.”  
 
    My never-in-law chooses to blame me for the path her daughter choose. It didn’t matter that Monica had been troubled since her early teen when her parents went through a nasty divorce. Daddy’s girl, she’d never gotten over the split or the abandonment that followed when her father decided to find himself and got selfish and distance. Child support became the only steady thing Monica got from him. She continued to act out in hopes of gaining his attention, but all it did was wear Kathy down.  
 
    I felt for her once, but her denial and mean-spirited nature ended that.  
 
    “Did she say something?” Amanda narrows her eyes. 
 
    “Not directly, but there was something in the way she said the girls should be with their real family that made me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “She needs to get over that garbage. The girls are ten years old, and you’re the only father they’ve ever known. Not sharing DNA doesn’t take away from that.”  
 
    “I know, Mandy,” I say softly. “She’s a lonely old woman who’s bitter about the way her life turned out. I’m sure it was just talk.” I try to soothe her with my words, but I’m lying through my teeth. There was a vindictive glint in Kathy’s eyes when I picked the girls up from their visit last month. It prompted me to get the lawyer on locking down my custody.  
 
    I’ve been put through the paces with Monica and her family. From partial custody to shared, and supervised, but I’ve never kept Ilana and Neomi from the Charlestons. It’s important for them to know both sides of their family. The hostility has ramped since Monica got her sentence. Fifteen year is a lot different than the six month and year long sentences. Even with good behavior, she’s not coming out anytime soon.  
 
    “How long until everything is ironclad?” Chris asks.  
 
    “Next week the order will go out.”  
 
    Ilana opens the sliding door, and we stop our conversation abruptly. “The food’s almost ready. Grandma says it’s time to come in and get cleaned up.”  
 
    “We’ll be in a minute, pumpkin,” I say as she disappears back into the house.  
 
    “Do the girls know about her, about Willow?” Amanda asks.  
 
    “Not yet, but the time is fast approaching.”  
 
    “Whoa. You sound pretty certain where you want this thing to go,” Chris whispers. 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger, little brother.” I pat his shoulder and wink at Amanda as I stroll toward the house. I’ve learned how to deliver a line and get ghost in the silence that follows.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You failed to mention we were going to a barbecue at Daddy Warbuck’s house,” I say as we pull into the circular drive.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You know, the guy who adopted little orphan Annie.”  
 
    Willow giggles. “I know who you were talking about. Olive’s husband is one of the Davenports.”  
 
    “The candy family?”  
 
    “Yep.” She pops her p. I can tell she’s nervous about introducing me to the group.  
 
    I let out a low whistle.  
 
    “So, fair warning, the girls can be a bit … overwhelming, but they mean well.”  
 
    We had an agreement going: we’d start the introduction process.  
 
    “Where were they?” I ask, remembering it was a welcome home party.  
 
    “On a honeymoon through Europe. They put it off for a while after they got married because of scheduling conflicts. They both run businesses and Olive’s was rapidly expanding at the time.”  
 
    “Jewelry and homeopathic stuff, right?”  
 
    “Yeah.” She squeezes my hand, and I wink.  
 
    “I listen when you talk.”  
 
    “I know. It’s one of the things I love most about you,” she says.  
 
    I steal a kiss before I leave the truck and hop down to come around to her side. She knows the drill by now and waits for me. After helping her down, I wrap an arm around her shoulder as she gives me a quick rundown on who’s who. She knocks, and Olive answers the door with a wide grin.  
 
    “You’re here!”  
 
    The girls hug, and Willow laughs. “The party is actually for you, you know,” Willow says. 
 
    “Any excuse to get everyone together. Our lives are insane right about now,” Olive replies.  
 
    “I know. It’s like an explosion of events.”  
 
    “Drew, it’s so good to see you again.” The mischief in Olive’s eyes makes me wonder what the heck I signed myself up for. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too, Olive.”  
 
    “Relax, I’m not the friend you have to worry about. That’s Petunia.”  
 
    “Stop it,” Willow says as we step inside.  
 
    “Is that Willow?” The woman in question comes around the corner with a wide grin and a flowing fuchsia-colored dress that billows out around her but doesn’t hide the baby bump forming.  
 
    “The one and only.”  
 
    “Drew, it’s good to have you over. Come on. The guys are all hanging out in the back,” Petunia says. The gleeful expression makes me feel like I’m about to be tossed to the wolves. I smirk. The girl has no clue what my emails say on a regular basis. I get death threats. A little interrogation isn’t going to do much.  
 
    “All right.” I nod my head and squeeze Willow’s side. I walk into the backyard and admire the spread. I’d get lost in a home like this, but it suits the well-dressed men gathered in the space. There’s something in the way they hold themselves along with the expensive clothing that makes the Davenport males stand out. Small clusters of people talk and drink from the built-in stone bar being manned by a hired bartender.  
 
    “Hey, guys, this is Drew, Willow’s boyfriend,” Petunia announces.  
 
    All eyes turn to me, and I nod my head and meet their inquisitive gazes. I’m used to being judged on appearance first. In my dark denim shorts, black and white tennis shoes, and white Cincinnati shirt I stand out in the group like a sore thumb. Greetings rise up around me.  
 
    “Let me introduce you properly,” Willow says as she leads me around. “This is our host, Luca, Olive’s husband.”  
 
    “I’m glad you could make it, love. It’s been too long since we all got together. It’s nice to meet you, Drew.” He holds out his hand, and I shake it. He’s a little older than us, and I dig his laid-back attitude.  
 
    “It’s good to meet you, too.”  
 
    “There are snacks going around in the house, Mason is manning the grill, and the bar is stocked, so enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    The names start to blend together as she leads me around … until we get to her parents.  
 
    “Mom, Dad, this is Drew.”  
 
    “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Ridder.” I shake their hands.  
 
    Her dad gives me a careful once over and offers no encouragement. As the father of daughters, I don’t blame him. Mrs. Ridder offers up a sweet smile.  
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you, Drew. I’ve heard nothing but good things.” 
 
    “At least one of us has,” Mr. Ridder mumbles.  
 
    Mrs. Ridder elbows him in the side, and he coughs.  
 
    “What is it you do?” Mrs. Ridder asks.  
 
    “I’m a recording artist.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s interesting. Do you tour?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I do.”  
 
    “And you make money off this?” her father asks.  
 
    “Dad.”  
 
    I laugh. He’s straight forward. I can respect that. “I understand, Mr. Ridder. I have two little girls off my own. You can never be too careful. Yes, I’ve been fortunate enough to live off what I love to do.”  
 
    He nods and huffs. “Two girls?”  
 
    “Twins.”  
 
    “My Lord. My girls are three years apart, and I think the house barely survived. How do you do it?”  
 
    “Well, right now they’re only ten. Ask me this question after the teen years.”  
 
    Her father chuckles, and I know we’ll be just fine.  
 
    “At least you know what’s coming.”  
 
    “I have a younger sister. Watching it remotely was scary enough.”  
 
    “Hormones,” her father mutters with a shake of his head.  
 
    “Oh, they’re already activating.”  
 
    “Yes, ten I about the right age for it,” her mother remarks.  
 
    “I’m going to grab a drink. Do you want anything?” Willow asks.  
 
    “Whatever beer they have is fine. Thank you,” I say.  
 
    She gives me a bright smile before she heads to the bar and I continue to talk to her parents.  
 
    “I was just telling Drew he’ll have to come by the house for dinner so we can show him old photos,” her mother says as Willow returns and hands me a cold bottle of beer.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see them.”  
 
    “Mom, no.” Willow shakes her head, and I hide my laughter by taking a drink. Her family dynamics are similar to mine. I like them, but I know her father is cautious about my girls. It’s a lot to take on, and he doesn’t know me well.  
 
    “What? You were adorable,” Mrs. Ridder exclaims.  
 
    “I think we’ve monopolized enough of his time. I’m going to introduce him to some more people.” She grabs my arm.  
 
    “We’ll see you soon for dinner, Drew,” her mother calls, ignoring her as she pulls me into the crowd and I nod my head in agreement.  
 
    “What? You don’t want to share the bathtub and ducky photo?”  
 
    She shakes her head. “Laugh it up. It’s your turn next, smart aleck.”  
 
    “I’m going to tell the girls about us.”  
 
    She misses a step. “Yeah?”  
 
    “Are you okay with that?” I ask cautiously.  
 
    “Yes. I really want to meet them.”  
 
    The tightness in my chest decreases.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    She leads me to Mason.  
 
    “You need any help?” I ask, nodding toward the grill.  
 
    “I won’t say no to that.”  
 
    “Cool. I’m the griller in my family.”  
 
    “You know Olive and Petunia are waiting for you in there,” Mason says to Willow.  
 
    “Yeah. Don’t let my Pop give him the Spanish Inquisition, okay?”  
 
    “Ha. When Pop Ridder gets something in his head, ain’t no stopping him. Sort of like another woman I know.”  
 
    “Shut it,” she says, pointing her finger at him.  
 
    “I got this, babe.” Bending down, I kiss the worry from her lips. I pull back, and she smiles when I pat her rear. “Go have fun with your girls.”  
 
    She nods her head and walks away with a wag of her fingers.  
 
    “You must be a blasted magician ’cause I’ve never seen her so easily managed.”  
 
    I laugh. “Nah, we just get each other.”  
 
    “Clearly. That girl has given so many men a run for their money. It’s amusing to watch.” He snickers.  
 
    “I like a woman with a strong personality. It means she can keep up with me.”  
 
    Mason nods. “There’s a sink over there where you can wash your hands, and we can get some burgers going. These hotdogs will be done soon.”  
 
    “Good deal.”  
 
    We work well together, and I get more perspective on the group. His experiences growing up with the girls make me laugh. As Petunia’s best friend, he’s been around to witness a little bit of everything.  
 
    “Do we even want to know what you’re talking about?” Petunia asks as they approach.  
 
    “Oh, I was just telling him about the time you decided to be the Spice Girls for Halloween, post Ginger Spice exiting the group, and how you got hammered and insisted on performing everywhere, we went.”  
 
    “Oh no.” Willow covers her face.  
 
    “I definitely have video of that,” Mason says.  
 
    “I have to see it.”  
 
    “You really do not,” Willow retorts.  
 
    “Hey, I thought we were adorbs,” Olive says.  
 
    “You would,” Petunia scoffs.  
 
    “Yeah, because she’s the only one of us who can carry a tune,” Willow says dryly.  
 
    “So no singing on my track then?” I tease.  
 
    She hmmphs at me, and I laugh. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I pull her to me. “You’re perfect the way you are.” I steal a kiss, and she hums against my lips, letting me know I’m forgiven.  
 
    As the day turns to night, we say our good-byes, and I drive her home.  
 
    “What did you think?” she asks.  
 
    “I had a good time. Everyone was friendly.”  
 
    “Sorry about my parents, they’re extra.”  
 
    “Hey, every parental unit has the quirk, believe me,” I say, thinking of my mom and how excited she’s going to be to meet Willow. 
 
    “I guess it’s my turn next?”  
 
    “Yeah. You don’t have to be nervous; Hunters are pretty chill.”  
 
    I pull into her driveway and park.  
 
    “You don’t have to walk me up.”  
 
    “You know by now I take my job of caring for you seriously, so let me. I know you’re an independent woman who doesn’t need to be protected, but I’m here now, so you’re going to have that from me. It’s how I’m built.” I lean over, and she meets me halfway. I can taste the whiskey sours lingering on her tongue as I sweep inside her mouth. Moaning, she leans forward, and I cup the back of her head and bring her even closer. She places her palms against my chest and a flash of pressure streaks through me like lightning. Surging forward, she climbs across the center seat that separates us. I move my hand down to the small of her back and pull her into my lap.  
 
    When she straddles my thighs and her full rear grinds into me, I grip her hips and rock up. She breaks our lip lock and lets her head fall back. I nuzzle her cleavage. Honk. The horn blares in the silent night. We jump apart like guilty children. My heart pounds in my chest and I let out a shaky laugh.  
 
    “Holy garbage. That scared me,” she whispers.  
 
    “Same.” I rest my head on her chest for a moment. “Time for me to get you inside, beautiful.”  
 
    “Yeah.” She sighs and climbs off me. My lap feels empty and my hand itches to grip her rear once more. I look up at the ceiling and release a deep breath before I move to leave the truck. The walk up to her home takes forever.  
 
    “I had a good time today. Thank you for coming with me.”  
 
    “Nowhere else I’d rather be.” I kiss her gently. “I’ll set something up with the girls soon.”  
 
    “Okay. D-do you think they’ll like me?”  
 
    “I think once they get to know you they will, but they’ve been hurt by the one woman who was supposed to always have their back, and it’s left a scar. If their reception is icy, don’t take it personal.”  
 
    I glance down. I’m always going to feel guilt over the damage Monica has inflicted.  
 
    “Hey, I get it.” She cups my face. “It’s not on you. It’s pretty clear we’re both in this for the long run. I don’t scare easy.” 
 
    I pour my feelings into our kiss. Ilana and Neomi are my world, having someone who understands what they need and why they are the way they are is everything to me. I step back.  
 
    “Goodnight, Willow.”  
 
    “Night, Drew.”  
 
    I shove my hands in my pockets as I walk toward the car and start making plans.  
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    I scribble down the words, desperate to capture them before they disappear into the ether. I always do my best writing under pressure. Between the new thing developing with Willow and the papers filed for an Involuntary Termination of Parental rights being drawn up for Monica, I’m dealing with polar opposites. I’m looking at what I mistook for love and what I hope will develop into the right kind of love. It’s great for material, but heck on me personally.  
 
    The sun is just starting to rise in the sky and turn the inky night into something beautiful. The girls won’t be up for another hour, and I’ve been writing in my room writing since I woke from a nightmare around four this morning. The thing I had with Monica is getting under my skin. Our relationship was twisted from the start. We were two young kids, looking to fill an emptiness inside with pills and each other.  
 
    We fought, messed, got high, and made up. It was a vicious, sick cycle made up of insane thinking. How we thought anything would get better when we weren’t willing to change I can’t say. Thinking about that version of me makes me sick. We worked solely to feed our addiction. The habit nearly stole the girls from us. They were tiny, premature, and weak as kittens coming in under the three-pound mark.  
 
    I arrived just in time to watch the girls come into the world. The moment I laid eyes on their dark skin and the cap of black hair I knew they weren’t mine, not biologically. But none of it mattered. I knew Monica was in no shape to take care of them, and I refused to watch them become wards of the state. Knowing I’d gotten high with her while these precious beings were still inside of her, the one place they should be safest, brought me to my knees right there in the room. It was a come to heaven meeting as the girls were rushed off to the neonatal unit. Seeing them in distress as the doctors swooped in like a group of pigeons coming after a piece of bread broke something loose inside of me … or maybe it realigned it.  
 
    In a way, the girls were what made my first shot at sobriety stick. I wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize their well-being. All the late night feedings, diaper changes, and firsts were experienced by me while Monica went through a detox and rehabilitation program. She was lucky. They’d taken pity on the new mother who’d never been caught using before. They gave her a shot to change her life and travel a different path.  
 
    She’d done her mandatory ninety-days, got out, managed three months clean, and blew it all with a high. I’ll never forget walking into our apartment to find her high as heck with the kids just a few feet away in a pack and play. I kicked her out, and the back and forth began with the kids. Streaks of a good runs were ruined by relapses and downward spirals hidden until they were so out of control it was obvious.  
 
    I set the pen down and stand, cracking my neck. Today the letter will be delivered while I lay down another track in the studio. I plan on channeling all that anger into “Good-bye.” I’m shutting the door on that chapter and opening a new one. Which means coming clean to Ilana and Neomi. 
 
     My girls are more observant than most. They study their environment and people’s behavior—a leftover tactic from living with a mom who was prone to going off the rails. They’ve asked where I go. Usually, when I’m home, I’m glued to their side twenty-four-seven. This time around I’ve been carving out time for Willow. I want to believe they’ll like her, but women make them wary. We’ve been dating for nearly two months and I know I’m not letting her go. There are more things to learn, and details to smooth out, but she’s my one.  
 
    The last thought before I go to bed, and the first one before I wake up, she’s haunting me like a ghost. My choices are influenced by her, and I count the minutes until I can see her again. We do more than have fun. We talk about things. Things I’ve kept close to my chest for years roll off my tongue with ease. If we’re going to work, she and the girls have to meet. With the tour schedule looming, I want the growing pains settled before I leave for the road. I set the new song developing aside and head to the shower. I’ll butter them up with their favorite breakfast. 
 
    After tossing the clothes into a hamper, I turn on the spray. I step into the heated water and bow my head, wishing I could rinse the dark memories down the drain. I’m still praying for a miracle. Maybe this once, she’ll open her eyes and put the girls first.  
 
    ** *  
 
    I set the table with a pitcher of milk and orange juice as the sweet smell of the cinnamon apple French toast casserole fills the air. The girls stumble in like zombies, and I smile over the rim of my coffee mug. They’re no longer little girls. They’re young women. It’s a tough pill to swallow as they move toward me in their uniforms. Neomi has a high ponytail, and Ilana has a side part and free flowing curls that frame her oval-shaped face. I remember when I had to do their hair for them.  
 
    “Something smells really good, Dad,” Neomi says.  
 
    “It’s your favorite.”  
 
    “French toast casserole?” Ilana asks. Her eyes light up, and I nod.  
 
    “Are you leaving soon?” Neomi asks.  
 
    “What? No. I have four more months before I tour. You know that.”  
 
    “I do, but this feels like more than just a breakfast,” Neomi replies.  
 
    “You’re right. I do have some news to share with you, but it’s not about Daddy leaving early.”  
 
    They both relax and take their seats at the table as I pull the casserole out of the oven to cool and take a seat across from them.  
 
    “I know you’ve noticed I haven’t been around as much lately. There’s a reason for that. Daddy met a special woman, and we’ve been dating. I never mentioned her, because I wanted to make sure this was going somewhere before I announced it to you.”  
 
    “And it’s serious?” Neomi whispers.  
 
    “Pretty serious. I like her, and I see her being in my life for a long time.”  
 
    “What’s she like?” Ilana asks.  
 
    “Willow is a lot of fun. She’s smart, driven, and creative. She loves to read and explore.”  
 
    “Is she pretty?” Neomi asks.  
 
    I chuckle. “I think she’s beautiful.”  
 
    “What does she do?” Ilana asks.  
 
    “She co-runs a floral shop.”  
 
    “Does she have kids?” Neomi asks. Her hazel-colored eyes are wide and full of worry.  
 
    “No, she doesn’t.”  
 
    “But she likes them?” Ilana adds.  
 
    I smile. “Very much so. I wanted to bring up the idea of meeting her with you before I asked her.”  
 
    “Meet her?” Ilana asks, stunned.  
 
    I nod my head. “I think it’s time. If you feel up to it.”  
 
    They share a glance I know has communicated sentences. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer me yet. Think on it, okay?”  
 
    They nod.  
 
    “Now the casserole should be ready to serve.” I stand and move to dish things up.  
 
    The conversation drifts away from me and Willow and onto tests and projects. I’d never let the girl see, but I’m sweating bullets. I’ve never gotten to this stage with anyone else, so it’s a first for me, too. If my girls and Willow don’t click, my plans are going to come to a screeching halt. I need you to work this out for me, Goodness, ’cause I can’t see life without Willow. That woman has crept under my skin and changed my life for the better. I thought I was fulfilled before, but I was wrong.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thank goodness, for Pinterest. I smooth the white linen tablecloth over the table and add a wide crystal vase I’ve filled with pink and white peonies. Big ups to my memory and the woman who helped me at Bed Bath & Beyond. I’d left the studio and run errands to prep for tonight. The girls have an in-service day at school, so they’re staying the evening with Mom. They know I’m seeing Willow. I haven’t heard from Monica yet about the Involuntary Removal of Parental Rights, but I know it’s only a matter of time. She’s not known for biting her tongue, so I’m assuming the mail is slow.  
 
    I place the white square plates in front of our seats along with the beige linen napkins I’ve wrapped in a simple silver napkin holder and folded into a fan. Who knew the time I put in as a waiter would pay off? Before I landed a contract, I worked two, sometimes three jobs to make a living and still have a flexible schedule. Satisfied, I nod at my work. Not bad. I move to the kitchen and wash my hands. I keep busy, preparing the Skillet Lasagna, and lose myself in the task, grateful for the silence in my head.  
 
    My head is a six-lane highway. There’s always traffic and more accidents than I want to admit. I’ve learned to cope with it by focusing completely on one task at a time when I can. I pop the skillet into the oven, place the garlic bread on a cookie sheet, and move to get dressed.  
 
    When I open the door an hour later, I nearly swallow my tongue. She’s an angel in a white lace skirt that skims her mid-thigh in jagged points and a low-cut V-shaped white tank top. My fingers itch to trace her curves and run across her sienna-colored skin. She’s a bronze goddess ready to be worshiped. It’s all I can do not to go to my knees and taste her skin.  
 
    Clearing my throat, I step back to allow her to come inside. “You look beautiful.”  
 
    She smiles up at me. “Thank you.”  
 
    I lock the door and lose the battle with myself. Cupping her face, I back her against the door. “I tried to be a gentleman, but you seem to weaken my resolve.” I take her lips. She matches me in intensity. Her sweetness dances across my tongue. She’s an intoxicant. Our tongues circle one another, sending a jolt of pleasure through my body. I tilt my head and deepen the kiss, hungry for more. Her light and citrusy scent envelopes me. The soft curves of her frame press into mine.  
 
    She wraps her long fingers around my neck, tickling the hair at my nape. Trailing my hands down her frame, I grip her hips. I nip her full bottom lip and groan.  
 
    “What?” she asks breathlessly.  
 
    “I want to touch you.” I trail my fingertips over the hem of her skirt. 
 
    “So touch me.” 
 
    I slip my fingers under her skirt. The heat pouring off her nearly singes me. “You’re so hot.”  
 
    “And wet,” she whispers.  
 
    Creeping up her inner thigh, I brush against a soft pair of drenched panties.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispers. She leans back against the door. I watch her from beneath heavy lids as she comes to life beneath my hands. I circle her swollen clit through the silk, and she rocks her hips.  
 
    “Drew, please,” she whispers against my lips.  
 
    I slip my fingers inside the side of her panties and she jerks.  
 
    Leaning forward, I capture her cries as I roll her slick bud between two fingers. Her sticky heat has me straining against my slacks and leaking. I can’t remember the last time I was this intimate with a woman. I ease a finger inside her tight sheath, and she shatters, pulsing around me. I rest my forehead against hers and grit my teeth to keep my composure. I’m a man starved, and she’s filet mignon.  
 
    Removing my finger, I bring it to my mouth, tasting her salty sweet honey. I moan as I clean my fingers. Her eyelids flutter up, and she watches me with passion-darkened eyes. 
 
    “Every part of you is sweet, Willow.”  
 
    “Oh, Lord.”  
 
    I kiss her forehead and smooth down her dress. “Now that I had an appetizer, how about dinner?”  
 
    “What about you?” She cups me through my jeans, and I grit my teeth to keep from exploding in my pants.  
 
    My muscles flex. “This was for you.”  
 
    After pushing me back, she sinks to her knees. “And now it’s for you.”  
 
    I shudder, unable to speak as my mouth goes dry and my cock jumps as she unzips my pants and frees me. The sight of her long, slender fingers wrapped around my base is the most beautiful sight I’ve seen in a long time. We’re blurring the lines, but I’m a man, not a saint. The only thing keeping me from taking her against the wall is my promise. My girls should’ve died, and yet they were spared. I’m not messing with that.  
 
    Her tongue darts out to circle my tip and all thoughts leave my head. Her eyes dance with mirth as she continues her exploration, trailing her tongue over every inch of my swollen toe. She’s a snake charmer, and I’m captured under the spell she’s woven with her eyes and her mouth. Sucking me into her mouth, she hums, and I thrust forward, unable to stop. She takes me to the back of her throat, suctioning hard. I tremble. It’s been too long.  
 
    “Willow,” I grunt.  
 
    “Mmmhmm.” She nods her approval. I grip her hair and guide her. I’m like a teen getting his toe wet for the first time. I know I’m not going to last. Not when she’s so wet and hot around me. I pump faster as the pressure builds and my spine tingles. My balls draw up.  
 
    “I’m going to come.”  
 
    She gives another hum, and I explode, filling her welcoming mouth as she sucks me down greedily. Spent, I place a hand on the door to keep myself upright. We never even made it from in front of the door. I’m in quicksand and sinking fast. She cleans me with her tongue before tucking me back into my pants and rezipping them.  
 
    “Now we’ve both had our pre-dinner treat. I’m starving.” I push off from the wall and offer her my hand. After helping her stand, I lead her into the kitchen. I pop the garlic bread in the oven, then take out the Stella Artois.  
 
    “A man after my own heart,” she says as we clink bottles.  
 
    “I’m good at remembering the small things.”  
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “I told the girls about you this week.”  
 
    She pauses. “You did? What did they say?”  
 
    “They were shocked but not opposed to it. I asked them if they wanted to meet you.”  
 
    “Oh?” Her voice shook.  
 
    “They’re thinking about it. I told them to take their time answering. Are you still on board with it?”  
 
    She nods. “I am. I just … I’ve never done this before.”  
 
    I reach my hand across the table and give hers a squeeze. “Neither have I. The other women I dated never got to the meet the kids stage.”  
 
    Her lips quirk upward. “So, you’re telling me I’m a special case?”  
 
    “You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met.”  
 
    The timer dings, saving me from saying too much. “Dinner’s ready.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Willow  
 
      
 
    “Okay, what’s the emergency?” Olive asks as she enters the room, completing the trio I’ve assembled with the promise of breakfast.  
 
    “I’m meeting Drew’s girls today.”  
 
    “Oh, garbage,” Petunia whispers.  
 
    “Umm, yeah. Now you see why I’m trying not to lose it.”  
 
    “It’s time, babe. You’re about to hit … what, the four-month mark in a few weeks?”  
 
    “I know. I’m just nervous. They’ve got trust issues, understandably considering their mother. But still.”  
 
    “What did Drew say?” Olive asks.  
 
    “Not to take it personally if they freeze me out at first,” I say.  
 
    “So you know they’re slow to warm up to women. You’re an amazing person, all you have to do is be you.”  
 
    “Ugh.” I shake my head. “They’re Drew’s world. If they don’t like me, that’s it.” I draw my pointer finger across my throat.  
 
    “Girl, they’re not baby pirates,” Petunia says.  
 
    “Ha, that you know of.”  
 
    “Breathe, babe. Have you eaten yet?” Olive asks.  
 
    I shake my head. “I’m too nervous.”  
 
    “Where are you going?” Petunia inquires as I dish up stacks of fluffy, blueberry pancakes.  
 
    “The butterfly show at the Khron Conservatory.”  
 
    “Oh, that’ll be fun!” Olive exclaims.  
 
    “You think so? I mean, they’re ten, maybe they’re not into it.” I shrug.  
 
    “No, I’m a grown woman, and I love it. You’ll be fine.” Olive waves her hand in a dismissive gesture.  
 
    “You guys, I thought I was ready for this, but now I’m not so sure.”  
 
    “It’d be abnormal for you not to be nervous. You’re really into this guy, and kids can make or break any relationship. We know those girls are lucky to have you in their life, and soon enough they will, too.” Petunia leans across the counter and squeezes my hand.  
 
    I narrow my gaze. “So you approve of Drew now?”  
 
    “It was never him I was worried about as much as his life. He’s got a lot going on … I mean, when does he go back on the road?”  
 
    “A couple more months,” I say with a sigh. The thought of not seeing his face on a regular basis is a dark cloud covering the sun.  
 
    “Mmm hmm. I’m not saying it’ll be easy because that would be a lie. But I’ll say this: if you guys are as committed as you looked the other day, you can pull it off. Mason really liked him.” Petunia offers me a shy smile. I know it’s the start of an apology. 
 
    “Drew liked him, too. He won’t let the Spice Girls’ video footage drop.”  
 
    Olive laughs. “I can’t remember the last time we even watched it. Have a seat and eat with us. It’ll be better meeting them on a full stomach.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I push a plate toward Olive and make one of my own. Sitting between them, I take a deep breath and force myself to eat.  
 
    “I think it’s sweet you’re so nervous. You’re so into this guy,” Olive says as we talk around bites.  
 
    “I think he’s my one,” I whisper the truth, finally admitting the secret I’ve been holding close to my chest.  
 
    “Whoa,” Petunia whispers.  
 
    “I knew it,” Olive says.  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “It’s in the way you two look at each other like no one else exists. You still haven’t bumped uglies, right?” Olive asks.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Then how will you know if there’s a spark? What if you aren’t sexually compatible?” Petunia asks.  
 
    I clear my throat. “Trust me, we are. There’s a lot of other things you can do that aren’t intercourse. The man sets me on fire and has no problems pleasing me.”  
 
    “Oh, shoot,” Olive whispers.  
 
    “Well dang,” Petunia replies.  
 
    “When we come together it’s going to be life-altering. No man has made me feel the way he does.”  
 
    Olive fans her face. “Girl.”  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe there’s something to waiting. When we come together, it’s going to be special and with my best friend who I know inside and out.” I shrug, unable to fully convey the way it makes me feel.  
 
    “And you don’t feel like you’re missing out?” Olive asks.  
 
    “On what? It’s not like I had random hookups before him. I would still be celibate, only with no end of the drought in sight.” 
 
    Petunia snorts. “Drought.”  
 
    “Well, it was a dry time … literally.”  
 
    I feel my panic recede as we giggle.  
 
    “Are you feeling better now?” Olive asks.  
 
    “Much. Thank you, girls, for coming over.”  
 
    “That’s friends are for,” Olive says.  
 
    “What she said, plus pancakes were promised.”  
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I say.  
 
    “What? Pregnant woman.” She points to herself, and I shake my head. This is my crew, and I wouldn’t trade them for the world.  
 
    “Are you meeting them there?”  
 
    “No, they’re picking me up around noon.”  
 
    “That gives us enough time to help you pick out an outfit. Come on, let’s do the dishes, so we can get you ready.”  
 
     A few hours later, I answer the door feeling ready to face whatever the day has in store for me. 
 
    “You look great,” Drew says as he kisses my cheek.  
 
    “Thank you.” I step outside and see two girls with dark curls and skin the color of coffee with a healthy dollop of cream. “Oh! Is … their mom black like me?”  
 
    “No.” He shakes his head, and my eyes widen. Then how? 
 
    “Biologically, they’re not mine. I’m sorry, I didn’t even think to tell you that.”  
 
    The truth pitches me over the edge of like into love. He took these girls on as his own responsibility sacrificed and raised them when he didn’t have to. In a day and age where plenty of biological fathers shirk their responsibility, he stands heads above the rest.  
 
    “You’re amazing, Drew.”  
 
    He tenses. “They’re mine just the same.”  
 
    I nod my head. “I know they are.”  
 
    He relaxes, and we head to the car.  
 
    “Girls, this is Willow. Willow, this is Ilana and Neomi.” At first glance they look identical, but I know in time I’ll learn to tell them apart. For now, I make a note of the fact that Neomi has a ponytail, and Ilana has a French braid.  
 
    “Hi Ms. Willow,” they chime. Their eyes are guarded, but not openly hostile. I can work with this.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, girls.”  
 
    “You too.” They’re polite but clearly skeptical. I can’t blame them.  
 
    “I haven’t been to the butterfly show in a long time, so I’m excited.”  
 
    “You work in a flower shop, right?” Neomi asks.  
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “Why don’t you have flowers in front of your house?”  
 
    I laugh. “Because the flowers in the shop demand all my attention. Sadly, anything other than succulents, which don’t require a lot of care, would die with me in charge of them because of my schedule. We grow a lot of our own flowers at Bunch-A-Blooms, so I have a garden in a way.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s cool,” Neomi says.  
 
    Drew pulls out of the driveway, and the conversation fades as we hit the highway and music fills the cab.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I can’t hide my excitement over the flowers as we step inside the massive greenhouse with a giant Monarch butterfly. The theme changes yearly, but Monarchs have always been my favorite.  
 
    “I bet you girls anything, Willow is going to geek out over the flowers,” Drew teases.  
 
    I laugh. “Yeah, I’m kind of in my element.”  
 
    “Look at the butterfly sculptures,” Ilana exclaims as she points up at the neon green, pink, and blue butterfly hanging above our head.  
 
    “I wonder what they’re made of,” Neomi replies.  
 
    I meet Drew’s gaze, and he grins.  
 
    “How do they get them in here?” Ilana asks.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Drew states.  
 
    “It’s a combination of the right flowers that attract and provide food, and if you look at the dishes they have out, butterfly food,” I answer. The greenhouse is a magical wonderland full of colorful flowers, butterfly art, and the stars: butterflies. A Monarch flutters over and lands on Ilana’s shoulder.  
 
    “Oh my gosh, take a picture, Drew,” I whisper.  
 
    He snaps a few as she beams.  
 
    “Sissy, it likes you,” Neomi whispers.  
 
    “We have to enter that into the contest they have going. Maybe we’ll win,” I say. The Monarch moves on to a flower and the magical moment passes.  
 
    “Ms. Willow, what kind of flowers are those?” Ilana points to the pink flowers with yellow centers.  
 
    “Oh, those are Asters.”  
 
    We move deeper into the greenhouse, careful to explore every nook and cranny, so we don’t miss anything. I enjoy answering their flower questions. It breaks the ice and places us on common ground. Seeing Drew with his daughters shows another side of him that’s easy to love. He gives them his full attention and the adoration in his eyes is a beautiful thing. I snap a few shots of them as they all examine a pretty blue and brown butterfly. The girls are polite and precious. Intelligent, and sweet-natured, Neomi has more sass, while Ilana seems more introverted.  
 
    “I think this is going well,” Drew says as we wait for the girls to return from the restroom.  
 
    “I think so, too.” I tilt my head up, and he gives me a sweet kiss. “I was nervous.”  
 
    He hugs me to his side. “You shouldn’t be. You’re doing great with them.”  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    He nods. “If they didn’t like you, you’d feel it, believe me.”  
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment then.”  
 
    The girls return, and we step away from each other. I don’t miss their narrowed gaze. They’re not used to sharing their dad.  
 
    “Are you guys getting hungry? I thought we could go somewhere for an early dinner,” Drew says.  
 
    The girls exchange a look. “I guess we could eat?” Ilana says as Neomi nods.  
 
    “Willow?” Drew turns to me.  
 
    “I’m starving.”  
 
    “All the flower talk, right?”  
 
    I elbow him playfully. “Be nice.”  
 
    “Let’s see if we can get into the Eagle,” Drew says.  
 
    “Oh, they have the best chicken, Dad,” Neomi says.  
 
    “We have to get an order of candied bacon.”  
 
    “Candied bacon?” I ask.  
 
    “You’ve never been?” Drew asks.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re in for a treat then.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders, and the girls proceed to make my mouth water with glowing reviews about the restaurant located in the Over The Rhine neighborhood. I hang back at dinner, allowing the family dynamic to flow as I occasionally add my two cents in. I can feel the chill coming from the girls, who remind me in subtle ways that I’m an outsider. Drew navigates the icy waters like a pro, but I don’t want to push. I’m the intruder. I don’t want them thinking I’m trying to come in and take over. I’m slightly relieved when the bill is paid, and we’re heading back to my house.  
 
    When we reach my house, I turn around in my seat. “I had a great time today, girls. Thanks for letting me come with you.”  
 
    “You’re welcome.” The words are muttered, and I try not to examine the level of sincerity as I exit the car.  
 
    “Well, that wasn’t too painful.”  
 
    “I don’t know … toward the end it was pretty ouchtastic,” I say as we walk to my front door.  
 
    “It’s going to take time.” He twines our fingers. 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “Are you still up for it?”  
 
    I glance at him in the fading light and squeeze his hand. “Andrew Hunter, I’m not going anywhere.”  
 
    His lips twitch up. “Just checking.”  
 
    We reach my door, and I unlock it and step inside.  
 
    “I miss the feeling of your lips on mine,” he says.  
 
    “I know, but I’d rather not make your daughters dislike me any more than they already do.”  
 
    “I’ll give them time to adjust, and then the frequent kissing will resume.”  
 
    “I’m down for that.” I kiss my fingers and place them against his lips. I don’t know if there’s anything sexier than a man being a good father.  
 
    As he walks away, I let the word love marinate in my brain.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Drew 
 
      
 
    I hit ignore on the phone. I know the number by heart; Monica is trying to call from prison. I don’t have a blasted thing to say to her. It’s time to cut ties. She received the papers stripping her of her parental rights. The calls are for one of two reasons: she’s trying to cuss me out or talk me out of it. Either way, I’m over it. This is our chance for a clean break. If the girls ever decide they’d like to reconnect, I’ll support it. For now, I return my attention to my mother.  
 
    “The girls told me you took them out with your lady friend.”  
 
    “Girlfriend, and yeah I did. I felt all of us one-on-one was the best way to introduce her to the family. What did they say?” 
 
    “She seemed nice, but they don’t trust her.”  
 
    I sigh. “Yeah, that’s the feeling we got. I could strangle Monica.”  
 
    “You did the best you could. This is a first for them. You’ve never brought a woman around them like this. She’s new. A chance for them to learn to trust someone who’s not family.”  
 
    “Eventually she’s going to be.”  
 
    “Wait. What?” Her jaw drops.  
 
    “Mom, this is the woman I’m going to marry.”  
 
    “Does she know that?”  
 
    “I think so. We haven’t talked about it, but I feel it here.” I tap my chest.  
 
    “It’s so soon.”  
 
    “Maybe, but it doesn’t change the way I feel. I need them settled before I leave on the road. I want her active in their lives.”  
 
    “You can’t force it.” 
 
    “I know. But I think it’s time they have their comfort zone challenged.”  
 
    “I’m happy for you, baby. I hope this all works out the way you want it to.”  
 
    “Me too.”  
 
    “Tell me more about this young woman.”  
 
    “She’s amazing … so smart, kind, and funny. She’s a florist, but she also co-runs the shop. She loves to go to thrift shops, read, and explore. We have so much fun doing nothing, and I can talk to her. She gets me. I’ve never felt like this with another woman.” 
 
    “They told me she’s an African American.”  
 
    I tense. “She is. Is that a problem?”  
 
    “What? Of course not. I think it’d be good for the girls to get a chance to learn more about that part of their heritage. When they told me she was like them, it took me a moment to understand what they meant by that.” 
 
    “That’s how they described her?” I say, shocked.  
 
    “Along with pretty, yes.”  
 
    It’s eye opening. I realized logically that they must notice the inference in skin tones, but I never knew they thought of themselves as black.  
 
    “It was a very matter of fact statement. There was no hesitation or hang-up about it.”  
 
    “They’re growing up on me too fast.”  
 
    “Kids will do that on you if you blink.”  
 
    I smirk. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Watching my first born navigate through parenting? Yes. Especially when he’s doing such a blasted good job.”  
 
    “’Cause you’re not biased.”  
 
    “Maybe, but it doesn’t make it any less true.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mom.”  
 
    “Now when will the rest of us get to meet Ms. Willow?”  
 
    “I’m having her stop by for Sunday dinner if that’s okay.”  
 
    “Fine by me.”  
 
    My phone vibrates. Taking it from my pocket, I sigh and hit answer. “Hello, Kathy.”  
 
    “What do you think you’re pulling?”  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Removing my daughter’s parental rights. You’re not even their real father.”  
 
    “I believe a court of law would beg to differ, and if I’m not mistaken, Monica has how much longer on her sentence?”  
 
    “That’s not the point.”  
 
    “Then what is? Because I’m trying to make sure my children are covered and cared for in the event that anything happens to me.”  
 
    “I’m not going to let you get away with this. We have rights.”  
 
    “Have I ever kept you from the girls?” I ask.  
 
    “Your family gets them more than we do.”  
 
    “I understand that you’re upset. I highly suggest you take some time to get yourself together before this gets uglier than it needs to be.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s too late for all that.”  
 
    “Okay, I’m going to go now, Kathy.” I disconnect, shaking my head.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Mom asks.  
 
    “Kathy finally going off the deep end thanks to Monica.”  
 
    “Lord, that family is nonstop drama.”  
 
    “They’re so broken. I don’t think they even know where to start to fix themselves.” I used to think I could help. I’ve played mediator between mother and daughter, paid for rehab stints and counseling, only to come to the conclusion that they don’t want it. I can’t make them do the work.  
 
    “Whatever she’s up to, we’re covered.”  
 
    We lapse into silence as we drink our coffee.  
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t in the studio today.”  
 
    “They’re working on mixing a few things. I’ll check on them tomorrow. I need the time away, to be honest. I was losing my ability to be objective.”  
 
    “You’ve been working so hard, I’m not surprised.”  
 
    “I know I had such a small window of time to put in work. Recording on the road rarely turns out as well as allocating time to focus solely on the recording. The flights squeezed in between shows are torturous.” I shake my hand. Never again unless it’s an emergency.  
 
    “I’m happy to see you drawing some boundaries.”  
 
    “I just realized I was burning the wick at both ends and it was affecting every area of my life. I had to slow down and reevaluate things.” Days blurred together as I stumbled through life in a zombie-like stagger. I was so hungry and eager to prove myself to everyone I lost sight of what mattered most: the music and the message it brings. Back on track, I feel like I found my balance.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We walk the tightly packed rows of Findlay Market, taking in the unique offerings. It’s a tradition that we get Belgian waffles from the food shop in the center and make our way up the row in one direction and then the other.  
 
    “You guys don’t want one?” I ask with a frown.  
 
    Ilana’s eyes light up, and she opens her mouth to speak. Neomi glares, and Ilana shuts her mouth and shakes her head.  
 
    “Okay, your loss,” I say as I pull Willow into the line with me at Taste of Belgium. Willow sighs heavily. The integration process has all but ground to a halt thanks to one very stubborn Hunter. The more time we spend together, the more Neomi draws a very clear line in the sand. Ilana is caught in the middle, eager to connect with another female. She mutes her responses to remain loyal to her twin sister. I’ve been careful not to bombard the family with Willow. I keep our time separate with the exception of once or twice a week. My time is ticking own before my tour, and I’m starting to get annoyed with Ne’s behavior.  
 
    Everyone has warmed to Willow, except her. Right now, she’s bordering on being rude as she disagrees with nearly everything.  
 
    “Let her expresses herself, Drew.”  
 
    “No, not at the constant expense of you. I’ve had enough.” I take out my wallet and hand her twenty bucks. “Here, you and Ilana get the waffles, Ne and I are going for a walk.” I wave the girl over. “Come on, let’s go for a walk, Neomi. Lana, you keep Willow company.”  
 
    I wait for a few minutes into our stroll before I begin to speak. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on with you?”  
 
    “What? I have to like Willow?”  
 
    “No, and if I thought that was truly the case, I’d keep my mouth shut. You’re allowed to form your own opinions about people. What you aren’t allowed to do is be rude to them when they don’t deserve it. I can’t figure it out. No one’s shoving her down your throat, and she’s very nice to the two of you.”  
 
    “Yeah, now,” she explodes.  
 
     I blink, shocked. “Now?”  
 
    “Yes. Sure, she’s nice now, when you’re around. What about when you leave, hmm? Why should I have any faith in her when she’s just going to show her true colors later?”  
 
    “Why would you say that, Neomi?” I ask gently.  
 
    Her eyes glisten with unshed tears that tear me apart. “Because that’s how it happens. Granny agrees. She said Willow only wants you for your money, and the minute you’re preoccupied with something else, she’ll show her true colors. I’m tired of being hurt, Dad.” 
 
    “Wait, Kathy said this?” My fury builds by the second.  
 
    She nods and sniffs. “I tried to tell Ilana, but she said Granny was wrong. Why would Granny say it if she didn’t believe it? She only wanted to spare me pain, she said so. And, Daddy, I don’t want to get attached to her if she’s going to disappear. Mom was that way. Nice until suddenly one day she wasn’t anymore.”  
 
    Wrapping an arm around Neomi, I pull her to my side. “Oh, honey, I am so sorry you’ve been going through this alone. I wish you would’ve come to me.”  
 
    “Granny said you were too blinded by her beauty to see it.”  
 
    “Honey, your Granny is wrong. I know you love her, but she’s hurting over your mother’s poor life choice. It makes her mean and spiteful when she shouldn’t be, and your mother has an addiction. She’s not reliable. She can’t be because it rules her every waking thought, it’s a disease, and she has a severe case of it. Willow doesn’t have that. She genuinely cares about you two, and she is not going anywhere.”  
 
    Neomi sniffs. “What about when you leave for your tour?”  
 
    “She’ll still be around. You can call her whenever you like, and I’m pretty sure she’d like to continue to do things with you, but only if you’re open to that. The thing about being closed off from everyone is you miss out on all the good stuff along with the bad.” I wipe the tears away from her eyes. 
 
    “What if she doesn’t like me after how I’ve been?”  
 
    “Honey, she’s not holding a grudge, but it would be really nice of you to apologize. I know you’ve hurt her feelings, and all she wanted to do was form a relationship with you.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Daddy.” She looks down, and I hold her tighter.  
 
    “I won’t say it’s okay because it wasn’t, but I understand that this is a tough transition. It’s been just the three of us for a long time, but in time it’s going to be the four if she says yes, and I want you to be prepared for that.” 
 
    “You want to marry her?” Neomi whispers.  
 
    “I do. What do you think of that?”  
 
    “I think Willow is really cool, Dad. Honestly, I do. She doesn’t treat us like we’re babies, and she knows a lot about flowers and make-up, all kinds of girly stuff and books.”  
 
    “I think hearing that from you would really brighten her day, and I’m going to have a talk with Granny. I think we all need a little space from each other. She never should’ve said what she did to you, and if anyone ever tells you something that feels off, you come to me with it next time, okay?”  
 
    She nods her head, and I bend down and kiss her crown. “I love you, kid.”  
 
    “I love you, too, Daddy. I want to find Willow and Ilana and apologize.”  
 
    “Let’s get to it.” I fake a smile while I guide her back toward the eating area. This was the last straw. I maintain my cool. Neomi breaks away from me and runs toward Willow, wrapping her arms around her waist as she hugs her tight. She glances over her head at me, shocked, as she strokes Neomi’s hair.  
 
    I smile at her and mouth ‘I’ll tell you later. She’s fine.’ Things are going to start coming together now.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want that waffle?” I ask Neomi once I reach them.  
 
    “I think I would actually,” she says.  
 
    “Then let’s get back in line.” Willow hands me the change, and I get into the line. The air is lighter, and as we rejoin Ilana, I see with my own eyes my future. Willow is a natural, and the girls respond well to her. I enjoy the rest of our time wandering from booth to booth. When they opt to go into Churchill’s tea shop, I lag behind, telling them I’ll meet them at the car.  
 
    Pulling out my phone, I call Kathy.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Kathy, I’m calling to let you know we’ll be taking a break from you. I had a very interesting talk with Neomi, who shared all your inappropriate statements about Willow with me. I don’t appreciate your meddlesome behavior. I’ll contact you if and when we’re ready. Any attempt to bully me or my children will lead to more distance, and if necessary a court date.”  
 
    I hang up, imagining her jaw flopping open like a fish’s. The childish thrill the image brings brightens my day. This was a long time coming. I’ve taken control and restored peace. Monica can’t touch us, and if Kathy tries, my lawyer is ready. I’ve put the ghosts of my past to rest, and I’m free to move into the future.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Willow  
 
      
 
    “Are we ready, ladies?” I call up the stairs. 
 
     Carly shakes her head. “They’re so excited to go with you this weekend.”  
 
    “We’re going to have fun. I’m doing a girls’ weekend and reliving my slumber party days,” I say sheepishly.  
 
    Carly laughs. “They’ll love it.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” I ask.  
 
    “Get out in my flower beds.”  
 
    “They look wonderful.”  
 
    “Thank you, honey. I have some fillers I want to place in to even out the left side; it’s looking a little sparse.” Her brow furrows, and I can see Drew. He’s been gone for four months, and I miss him daily. The phone calls, texts, and surprise packages in the mail go a long way toward keeping us connected, but I miss his scent, the feel of his arms around me, and his presence. He breezes in for a few days here and there, but in some ways, it makes it worse. It’s just enough time to get used to him being home before he has to leave. Having the girls keeps me strong. They miss him, too, and slowly we’ve formed our own special bond.  
 
    “I’ll have them back Sunday evening, fed, homework done, and ready to start school on Monday.”  
 
    “Thank you, Willow,” Carly says with a bright grin. Knowing their family history, I’m amazed by her sunny outlook on life. I move in to hug her.  
 
    “No, thank you for trusting me with them.”  
 
    “They’ve really blossomed since you’ve been around. You can reach them in ways that I can’t.”  
 
    I smile at her careful wording. We’ve talked about hair products and skin care, and they soak up the time and attention from my family. As far as we know, Monica doesn’t know who their biological father is, or simply refuses to say, so they haven’t been exposed to the other side of their heritage. I make it a point to fill in the gaps and give them a safe space to asks questions and talk openly. They have their moments, like most children on the cusp of teen years, but Drew and his family have done such an amazing job raising them.  
 
    “We’re coming down, Lowy,” Ilana says in a sing-song voice. She appears at the top of the stairs with her black duffle bag slung across her body and Neomi trailing behind her. Neomi took a lot longer to come around, but she loves hard. Of the two, she’s the one who texts and calls me the most. She’s starved for maternal attention, and I’m happy to give it to her. I was nervous coming into this relationship. I knew I wanted to be a mother someday, but I expected to have ten years of figuring out how to do it before I got to this emotionally ramped, hormone-driven stage. 
 
    We’re figuring these things out together.  
 
    “You realize you’re only going to be with me for two days, right?” I ask.  
 
    “Yes, but you never said exactly what we’d be doing,” Neomi states with a shrug.  
 
    Shaking my head, I glance over at Carly, who’s holding back laughter. These girls are going to be a force to be reckoned with when they’re sixteen. What are we going to do with them, Drew?  
 
    “We need to hustle if we want to keep our appointment. Carly, if you need anything just give me a call?”  
 
    “I will. You girls have fun, okay?” They exchange hugs and kisses. “You too,” Carly says, gesturing toward me.  
 
    I smile as I embrace her. Despite a standoffish start, they’ve accepted me into their fold quickly once we started attending family events together. My dad was warming as well. He’d never admit it, but he enjoyed having the girls around for family events. There’d been no new life’s blood in the Ridder gene pool in some time, and with my sister five hours away it was usually just the three of us.  
 
    “Are Ms. Petunia and Ms. Olive going to be there?” Ilana inquires as we load up the car. 
 
    “They are. It’s been a while since they saw you, and I know they’re looking forward to it.”  
 
    “How far along is Ms. Petunia now?” Neomi asks.  
 
    “She’s seven months, but she doesn’t look a day over five months when you see her. Remember that for me.” I pull out of the driveway, thinking about my best friend. She’s getting self-conscious about the weight gain, but she’s beautiful. Her skin glows, her hair is shiny, and she’s surrounded by an earthy energy that brings peace and positive vibes. I get what people mean about pregnant people having a certain vibe.  
 
    “Guess what? Your dad sent me some new songs. Who wants to hear them?”  
 
    “Me,” they squeal.  
 
    I laugh as I turn on the playlist and Drew’s voice fills the car. When he’s on a recording, he’s an entirely different person. The bass in his voice, the snarl, and the attitude—it reminds me of other things he did with a rough touch. I shift in my seat. The tension between us continues to ramp. Lips, tongues, and fingers, can only alleviate so much, but he’s never left me unsatisfied. I clear my throat and blink to fight back the tears threatening to form as the intense longing for the other half of my soul hits. 
 
    I take comfort in his words as he works through the drama he went through with Monica and her mother-in-law and “Good-bye. I know him well enough to read between the lines. We listen to the tracks on repeat, keeping the man who means so much to all of us close as we make the drive to the spa. 
 
    “There’s our girls,” Olive exclaims as we enter the spa and they wave us over to where they’re seated.  
 
    “Hey, guys. I hope you weren’t waiting long,” I say as we hug.  
 
    “No, we just got here a few minutes before you,” Petunia replies. I hide my smirk as she practically turns to goo. “Hi girls,” she says, hugging them as much as her belly will allow. She was skeptical about everything that came with Drew, but she fell hard for the girls. It must be the motherly instincts kicking in.  
 
    After our greetings, we’re ushered to the massage chairs we reserved weeks earlier after picking our nail color. I’m seated between the twins who are given sparkling cider, along with Petunia, instead of the champagne Olive and I drink.  
 
    “When are you planning on going on maternity leave, Petunia?” Olive inquires.  
 
    “I don’t know. I want to work up until the last couple of weeks some days, but other days I can’t leave soon enough.”  
 
    “Don’t push yourself. I’m ready to take over at any moment,” I assure her.  
 
    “I know, but it’s hard to let go of the reins.”  
 
    “You’ve been working insane hours for years. It’s time you take a few steps back,” Olive says.  
 
    “I know. Mason said that long before the pregnancy,” Petunia replies.  
 
    “At least now you’ll have to slow down some,” I say.  
 
    She smirks. “Have you been talking to Mason?”  
 
    “Nope, but I knew I liked him for a reason,” I say with a wink. 
 
    “He’s a smart guy when he wants to be,” Olive agrees.  
 
    Petunia rolls her eyes. “So, tell us how school was this week, ladies,” Petunia says, shifting the topic.  
 
    I listen as the girls light up and pull us back into the world of middle school, crushes, and mean girls in the hallways.  
 
    “I have to tell you. You girls are adorable. You guys are lucky to have a mother who includes you in things like this,” one of the nail techs say. We all freeze. I hold my breath, praying we’re not about to backslide.  
 
    “We know,” Neomi states, stunning me.  
 
    “We’re very grateful we have someone so cool taking care of us,” Ilana adds.  
 
    I sniffle, blinking to stave back the tears threatening to fall from my eyes. Reaching my hands out, I grasp their hands and squeeze. I’ve begun to think of them as mine. Apparently, I wasn’t alone in that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We sit backstage mouthing the words as Drew performs. He’s finally doing a show close to home, and we’re all here. I can see the pride sparkling in the girls’ large brown eyes as they sway to the music and deliver the lyrics in a manner so like their father’s I can’t believe there’s no DNA shared between the three of them.  
 
    He ends the song and wipes his brow. “I been working on a new song on the road, and I’m going to perform it live here for the first time.”  
 
    The crowd roars.  
 
    “But I’m going to need someone special to join me up here.”  
 
    I glance down at the girls, who are beaming up at me. “Did you know about this?”  
 
    They nod their heads.  
 
    “Willow, can you join me out here, please?”  
 
    The blood rushes to my face as I make my way out onto the stage.  
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, this is the love of my life.” He holds my hand, and I shake my head.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I mouth.  
 
    He grins. “This song is called ‘Forever’.”  
 
    My eyes widen. He is not!  
 
    He launches into a new rap, and my head swims as the words paint a clear picture. Rings, forever, and till death do us part stand out loud and clear. He goes on one knee, and I cover my mouth as my vision wavers.  
 
    “Willow, will you spend the rest of your life with me?”  
 
    The crowd goes insane as I nod my head, unable to speak around the lump in my throat. A stagehand comes over and holds the mic while he removes a black box from his pocket and reveals a pink, kite-shaped diamond. My hand shakes as he slips the platinum band onto my ring finger, sealing our promise to one another.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Willow 
 
      
 
    Our marriage was a whirlwind. Planning around childbirth, holiday seasons, baptisms, and touring was like a game of Tetris. Baby Noah is a happy, healthy, three-month-old. Petunia is back to work with her mother, and Mason’s playing the role of childcare during the day. Now we’re here in our honeymoon suite, and I can barely contain my excitement as my husband closes the door behind himself. I lick my lips, and he grips my hips, pulling me to him.  
 
    “There’s not going to be anything slow or gentle about this, Willow.”  
 
    “Good, because I don’t want it to be,” I whisper as I clutch his lapel.  
 
    He leans down and captures my lips. Our tongues tangle, teeth clash, and lips move together as everything we’ve built up explodes between us. I bury my fingers in his hair as he cups my rear. My stomach erupts in fireworks. This time there will be no stopping. He cups the back of my neck and tilts his head, deepening out kiss.  
 
    We battle for dominance, and I yield under his powerful onslaught. We separate, breathing heavily, and he spins me around and begins to unlace my corset.  
 
    “Did you pick the most complicated dress on purpose?”  
 
    “No,” I whimper as his breath caresses my neck.  
 
    He nips his way down the side of my neck as his nimble fingers work their magic. Freed from the lacey creation, I find myself on display as he gently pulls it down around my body. I let my arms fall to my side, and the fire flickers in his blue eyes.  
 
    “You are so beautiful.” He holds out his hand and helps me step from the small pile of material. I should be rushing to hang it up and preserve it, but I’m too focused on the completion of our souls joining in the physical.  
 
    He walks me back to the bed. “I’m not going to last this first time. It’s been too long.”  
 
    “Good thing we have a lifetime then.”  
 
    His lips twitch upward at the corners.  
 
    “You’re wearing far too many clothes.” 
 
    “Is that right?”  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Hunter, it is.” 
 
    “Well, I want to keep Mrs. Hunter happy, now don’t I?” he asks as I help him shrug off his jacket.  
 
    “You do if you’re as smart as I think you are.”  
 
    Our mouths are pulled back together like magnets as I make quick work of the buttons on his shirt. A tight ball of tension is coiled in my belly. My body is heated, and my legs are weak. We make our way over to the king-sized bed, kissing and exploring with hands and fingers. My heart is banging in my chest, and my white panties are soaked by the time we arrive at the four-poster bed, completely nude, except for a scrap of material that separates us. He goes to one knee and kisses my belly just above my bikini line before he buries his face into my clothed quim.  
 
    I dig my fingers into his shoulders to remain upright as I gasp.  
 
    “You smell so good.” He nudges me with his nose, brushing my swollen clit. “I can feel the heat coming off you.” He licks me through the lace, and my eyes roll into the back of my head as he sucks on me and hums. He presses his tongue to me, and I rock against it, seeking more friction.  
 
    “No more teasing,” I say.  
 
    “I’m making sure you’re ready for everything I have to give you,” he rasps. He grips the thin straps of the underwear and yanks. They give away with a pop that makes me jump. My pussy flexes in anticipation as he parts my lips and dives in, a man starved. I’ve never had a man enjoy eating me out so much. He delves deep with his tongue between swirls, sucks, and nibbles. My juices glisten on his face, and he holds my gaze with his stormy, pleasure-glazed eyes.  
 
    I push his head forward, unable to keep calm as I grind into his face. He adds two fingers into the mix, and I’m shaking and crying out as he holds me in place with his large hands.  
 
    After kissing my belly, he stands. “You back with me?”  
 
    “Yes.” I wrap my hand around him, and he groans and pulls away.  
 
    “Not right now.”  
 
    “But what about—”  
 
    “I been ready since we left the wedding hall.” I focus on his swollen cock. The thick, eight-inch shaft is leaking precome from its mushroom shaped top, and a deep shade of purple from all the blood that’s rushed to it. He stalks forward until I fall back onto the bed, and climbs over my body.  
 
    “Open your legs, baby. Let me inside.”   
 
    I spread them as wide as I can to accommodate his large frame.  
 
    “Put me where I want to be most.”  
 
    I line him up to my slick entrance, and he pushes the tip in. I moan as he spreads me and pauses to twine our fingers.  
 
    “I love you, Willow.”  
 
    “Love you, too.” The air is stolen from my lungs as he pushes deeper, filling me to the brim as he works into my tight core.  
 
    I wrap my legs around his hips as I dig my heels into his back. My heart is in my throat as we find a steady rhythm that shakes me to the core of my being. This is more than sex—it’s a sealing of a vow meant to last a lifetime. Our movements become frenzied as he slams inside of me, nearly blowing my back out as he bottoms out over and over. I meet him thrust for thrust, wanting to take him in as far as possible. My body trembles and I tighten around him. Sweat drips off our bodies, and the determination in his steely gaze shortens my breath. He hits my swollen clit with his pelvis, and I’m flying. He gives two more strokes, and he explodes inside of me, filling me to the brim with his warmth.  
 
    Wound around him as tight as possible, I feel us become one. I bury my face into his neck, trembling as the experience steals all rational thought from my brain. We come down slowly and bask in the new reality we’ve created. He slips free, and I whimper my protest.  
 
    “Shhh. There’s plenty more where that came from,” he whispers, brushing his lips across mine.  
 
    I smile as we face one another side by side.  
 
    “Hi, wife.” 
 
    “Hello, husband.”  
 
    He pushes the stray strands of hair that’ve fallen from my upswept curls away from my eyes, and I thank the universe for putting us both in Lachey’s bar almost a year to the date. 
 
    “I won’t say I knew the minute I saw you we were going to be married, but I had a pretty good inkling after our second date,” he whispers.  
 
    “And you didn’t share that?” 
 
    “You weren’t ready, and I had business to take care of before I could offer you everything you deserved.” 
 
    “Goodness, I love you,” I whisper, moved by his thoughtfulness. I understand now that love is wanting the best for the other person, no matter what it costs you. We’ve both worked our way through the bad to get here to a happy, blended family under one roof in a new home where we’re eager to begin expanding.  
 
    “Was I worth the wait, Willow Hunter?” he whispers as he nuzzles my neck.  
 
    “I’m not sure. I think I need you to show me what you’re working with one more time before I answer that.”  
 
    He rolls me onto my back, and my laughter dies away as the heat between us begins to build once more.  
 
    “My pleasure.”  
 
    It’s the last words he speaks for some time as we revel in the flesh to flesh connection we’ve denied ourselves for so long. The truth is, I would wait twice as long if it landed me here every time. I’ve found the one person on this Earth meant for me, and I plan to enjoy every moment we have together.  
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