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    Chapter One


    Anna Bishop checked the clock.


    Ten forty. The guests would start arriving any minute.


    Paper plates and cups, both with the red and black logo of her son’s favorite superhero, Redhawk, filled one side of the dining room table. Black and red streamers hung from the ceiling, and party-favor bags, stuffed with pencils, candy, and erasers, were stacked on the hall table. She took a deep breath. Everything was perfect. She’d pulled it all together.


    It was hard to believe her son, Louie, was already seven and nearly finished with first grade.


    She missed the days of Thomas & Friends and Go, Diego, Go! Now, everything was about Redhawk, superhero.


    And the only thing missing from this party was Redhawk himself.


    Where was he? He’d promised to arrive at least thirty minutes before the party started. Maybe he was on superhero business. Saving mankind. Vanquishing villains.


    Yeah, right. The man she’d hired to play Redhawk was more likely nursing a hangover than fighting the bad guys. She should’ve known better than to pay him up front. Ronnie Queensly made his living dressing as superheroes, clowns, cowboys, and even the occasional princess if the money was right. He wasn’t known for his reliability or his sobriety, but he was the only person Anna could afford.


    Now, he was late.


    It was going to take every single penny in her meager checking account to make it through the rest of the month. If Redhawk didn’t show, Anna had neither the money nor the time to replace him.


    Dang. My kid only has one seventh birthday, and the superhero is MIA.


    No Redhawk meant a disappointed kid and a ruined party. Just one more failure her ex-husband would take pleasure in pointing out.


    Can this day get any worse?


    She slid her cell phone from the back pocket of her denim skirt and pulled up her best friend Taylor’s number. They’d planned the party together, and now with Louie’s father on his way, Anna couldn’t bear the idea of facing him alone.


    Just as she was about to text Taylor, the hair on the back of her neck stood up. That could only mean one thing.


    George.


    When she turned around, her ex-husband was looming in the kitchen doorway.


    “George,” she said in greeting. His muddy-brown eyes silently accused her. She had no idea what it might be this time, but it was always something with her ex-husband. Anna stepped to the right, placing her body squarely in front of the small patch of mold just under the cabinets. She knew she needed to call the landlord and have him look at it, but if it was something serious, she had no idea where she’d go. The house was the only place she could afford, and she didn’t want George to see the grayish-green patch and use it against her. He had a way of making her feel like she was just waiting for the other shoe to fall.


    “Louie had nail polish on his fingers when I picked him up from school yesterday.”


    Oh, shoot. Louie had painted his nails black to be more like Redhawk, who favored glossy black, and she’d forgotten to take it off before he went to school. “He was playing. It was just a game.”


    “If you think I’m going to let my boy stay in this nasty rental house with a woman who’s teaching him to be a sissy, well, you’ve got another think coming.” George took a step closer and put his hands on his hips. “Nail polish is for girls. Only. You should look into for yourself.”


    She closed her hands, hiding her own chipped polish. It was hard to maintain a manicure when you cleaned houses for living, but she wasn’t going to take the bait. “He’s just a kid.”


    “You’re making it easy for me when I decide to sue you for custody.”


    Every time Anna did something George didn’t agree with, he threatened to take her son. So far, he hadn’t pursued legal action, but she feared that he would. Like the proverbial ax hanging over her head, the threat was always in the back of her mind. “I’ll fight with everything I have to keep him with me. I won’t let him grow up to be a bully like you.”


    George laughed. It was threatening and sinister, and she recalled the fear she’d lived in when she’d been married to him. Even though he’d never hit her, the threat had always bubbled just below the surface. Her scalp tingled, and she resisted the all-too-familiar urge to run away from him. This was her house, and she wasn’t going to back down. “You ain’t got much fight. You live paycheck to paycheck. Heck, I’m surprised you didn’t have to beg me for the money to throw this party.”


    “Not everything is about money, George.”


    He moved closer until the smell of the cheap, acidic drugstore aftershave he favored burned the back of her throat. It still turned her stomach. He used his size to urge her backward until her rear hit the counter. She swallowed the fear. “Back up. This is your child’s birthday party. We can discuss the nail polish later.”


    “We’ll discuss it any time I want to discuss it.”


    She hated that George still had the ability to scare her, but, this time, she was going to stand her ground. “I said that we’d discuss this later.”


    “Don’t tell me when we’ll discuss it.” He grabbed both of her wrists and pulled her toward him until her breasts brushed against his T-shirt.


    “Let me go,” she demanded. While the threat of violence had always been there, he’d never been quite this forceful. Her heart pounded as she fought to control her breathing.


    “You should listen to her, George.” She looked over her ex-husband’s shoulder to see Redhawk standing in the doorway.


    The muscles in his jaw twitched.


    That’s not Ronnie Queensly. Not by a longshot.


    His clear-green eyes shone through the feathery mask. Judging by the way the spandex hugged his body, he was slender but fit. She tried not to notice the way the tight costume showed off the firm muscles of his thighs, but it wasn’t easy to ignore.


    Maybe a real superhero is going to save me this time.


    If she weren’t so nervous and scared, she might be a little interested in meeting the man behind the mask. Peeling back the shimmery black and red spandex. Her gaze traveled along his muscular shoulders, down the length of his chest, over the flat of his stomach. Her eyes got stuck at the bulge in his tiny red underpants.


    It wasn’t small.


    Anna hoped superheroes didn’t use the old potato trick. It would be a major disappointment. She’d had a crush on Redhawk for years, way before Louie discovered him, and the man in front of her was the perfect incarnation of the superhero. It wouldn’t take more than one glass of wine for her to believe this man was the real article.


    “Who the heck are you to tell me trash?” George asked. He dropped Anna’s wrists, and she slumped back against the counter. He turned to face Redhawk. “Is that sissy costume making you brave?” A sneer lifted the corner of his mouth. “You probably like nail polish, too.”


    The superhero’s fist connected with George’s nose in the blink of an eye. Anna winced at the crack of bone on bone. Like an action movie in slow motion, she watched as George stumbled backward, tried to get his balance, and then doubled over, clutching his nose.


    I’ve just been saved by the world’s hottest superhero.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Blood poured from George’s nose. Anna grabbed a dishcloth and handed it to him. “Maybe it isn’t broken.”


    Clark half hoped it was. The jerk surely had it coming. Even though he hadn’t been in a real fight since he’d clocked Billy West on the playground in fourth grade, he couldn’t stand by and let that trash continue. In the heat of the moment, a punch had seemed like the logical way to stop it.


    “Oh,” George moaned.


    “I hope to perdition it’s not broken. It’s the last thing I need,” Anna murmured, half under her breath. She ran her hands through her hair then tugged at one tangled curl. “The only superhero in the universe who makes things worse ends up in my kitchen. Figures.” Anna looked at Clark. “Why did you have to hit him?”


    “You should ask him that.” He pointed to the man on the floor.


    She narrowed her eyes. “It’s none of your business. I hired you for a birthday party. Not to vanquish villains.”


    Redhawk shrugged. “He shouldn’t have crossed the line.”


    “I hope the kids didn’t hear any of that.” Anna bit her lower lip. “Our relationship is complicated.”


    “It’s not complicated. At all. He had no right to talk to you that way. Period.”


    “Is anyone going to help me?” George, nearly forgotten in the corner of the kitchen, asked, his voice muffled through the blood-soaked dishrag.


    “I appreciate you sticking up for me, but it’s just that—”


    “Will you shut up and help me? Dang. I’m bleeding,” he snapped.


    Taylor walked into the kitchen. “What in the fresh hell?” She surveyed the damage and looked at Anna. “Why is the jerk on the floor?” She pointed to George.


    “I hit him, and he fell,” Clark said.


    Taylor looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “You what? That’s not like my brother at all. This Redhawk thing may be what you’ve needed to break out of your shell. Anna’s needed someone to punch that mongrel for a long time.”


    “Brother?” Anna asked. Her eyes went wide with shock. “But I thought—”


    Their eyes met, and a sizzle of attraction pulsed between them.


    It had been so long since he’d felt it, he’d forgotten how nice it was. He wasn’t going to get used to it, though.


    Instead of answering the question, Taylor laughed. And laughed. Until tears ran down her cheeks.


    Dang it. This favor was quickly moving into the disaster category.


    “The kids are demanding to see a superhero. I don’t know what happened here, but I need a Redhawk stat.” Taylor wiped a tear from her eye and immediately started giggling again. “This is not how I envisioned this would turn out.” The door swung closed behind her, leaving Clark and Anna alone, except for George, who was still on the floor moaning.


    “I never imagined we’d meet this way,” Clark said.


    “Never rescued a damsel in distress before?” Anna smiled, and he realized how beautiful she was.


    He shook his head. “Maybe it’s the costume.”


    “I can’t believe a man named Clark dressed in spandex just clocked my ex-husband.”


    “And just when I thought there was no more irony in the world.”


    He wasn’t usually a superhero. As a thirty-year-old architect, he was more comfortable in jeans and a polo than metallic spandex, but when Taylor had told him that the man Anna had hired had bailed, he couldn’t refuse.


    He remembered the year his dad had blown his birthday all too well. He’d promised Clark a weekend in Atlanta. They were going to watch the Braves play the Mets, eat at The Varsity, and swim in the hotel pool. Clark had spent the weeks leading up to the big day staring at the tickets. He could still remember the heavy cardstock and the silvery hologram stickers in the top corner. On the morning of his birthday, he woke up to find only the housekeeper downstairs. His parents had decided to go to the beach for the weekend instead.


    He’d burned his Braves T-shirt and cap in the fire pit on the back patio.


    Clark still had the unused tickets in the back of a dresser drawer. For some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to toss them into the fire that consumed had his shirt. He’d passionately hated the Braves ever since.


    Dressing up and playing Redhawk was the least he could do. Even if the superhero Speedo was likely to give him a diaper rash.


    The mom standing in front of him made it even more worthwhile.


    Petite, standing only five two or five three, her hair was so black her loose curls shone blue in the sunlight streaming through the bright-green spring leaves. She wore a short denim skirt that showed off her shapely legs. He tried not to wonder what color panties she was wearing.


    Her white shirt clung to the delicious curves of her body, and the deep V of the neck showed off the tops of her breasts.


    Finally, something tight I can appreciate. Later. When I’m not in spandex.


    Her eyes were a deep blue, the same color as ripe blueberries, and she smelled spicy, like cinnamon.


    Even though he wasn’t looking for long term, never would be, he could certainly imagine himself spending a night or two with her.


    Taylor talked about Anna all the time and had tried to set the two of them up on a date several times. He’d had no idea she looked like this or he would have jumped at the offer.


    This was one mom he’d like to—


    Too late now. I don’t deserve a second glance from someone like her.


    “I need a crash course on Redhawk,” he said. “I’m afraid I’m one of the few people who didn’t see the movie.”


    Her face fell. “But you read the comic books, right?”


    He shook his head. “Nope.”


    Anna chewed on her bottom lip. “Fights for right. Stands up for those without a voice,” she stammered.


    “I figured that much. What makes him different?”


    “He’s a genius who can fly. He can see not only what we see, but also things in the ultraviolet spectrum. He was changed into Redhawk when he was a teenager. After he left the scene of his parents’ tragic death s, he got lost in a swamp and was saved by an actual black hawk. His archenemy is the Blot. He has a secret tattoo. It’s never been revealed.”


    “Where’s the tattoo?”


    “No one knows for sure, but in the movie, he hints it’s on the inside of his wrist. It’s just one of the many mysterious things about him,”


    “What’s the image?”


    “It’s not an image. At least, the movie leaves you believing it’s a date.”


    “What does it signify?” he asked.


    “Either the date of his parents’ deaths or the date he became Redhawk. But like I said, no one knows for sure. And since he became Redhawk the day after his—”


    He pulled back one of his sleeves and turned over his wrist and interrupted her rambling. “Will this work?”


    Her eyes went wide. “Is that a real tattoo?”


    “Of course it is.”


    She shook her head. “There’s no way. It’s just not possible.”


    “Why? Lots of people have real tattoos.”


    “It’s eerily similar to the one the real Redhawk has. Are you some kind of obsessed fan?”


    “Never read a single comic book.”


    “It’s perfect. Too perfect” She ran her index finger across the ink and an electric sizzle ran up the length of his arm. “The kids will love it.”


    “I’ll focus on it, then.” He tugged his sleeve back down and his gaze met hers. “Anything else?”


    She chewed on her bottom lip and he tried to ignore the building attraction. “The main thing is his voice. It’s deep, gravelly. Think Johnny Depp with extra bad boy.”


    He cleared his throat and lowered his voice an octave. “Like this?”


    With the way she was looking up at him, the bad boy part was going to come easily. They were only inches apart. He watched the rise and fall of her breasts with every breath. She smelled like warm vanilla mixed with cinnamon. Sexy and sweet. It wasn’t easy to resist the urge to reach out and touch her cheek. He wanted to brush a stray curl back from her face and see what his touch did to the rhythm of her breath.


    She nodded. “You’re more convincing that the real Redhawk.” Her voice had a flirty edge to it and he liked it.


    Don’t start anything. It would only be leading her on.


    “Take the gift. It’s supposed to be from you. I’ll take care of him.” Anna picked up a small box and pressed it into his hand. Wrapped in bright red and tied with a black bow, it matched the colors of his costume perfectly. Even through his black gloves, he felt the warmth of the woman’s tiny hand. He noticed her skin looked rough and cracked, but her fingers were beautifully shaped.


    “What’s your son’s name?”


    “Louie.”


    “Don’t worry about the kids. Redhawk is ready.” He held up the gift and winked at her on his way out of the kitchen.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    When Clark stepped into the living room, the noise stopped. Every kid in the room turned to look at him. Their eyes were large, filled with the excitement he’d expect to see on Christmas morning.


    “Do I need to introduce our guest?” Taylor gestured toward Redhawk.


    The kids answered with a loud and resounding, “No!”


    Clark walked into the circle of children and summoned his deepest voice. “Where is Louie?”


    Amid whispers and shoves, a little boy with chubby cheeks and big blue eyes stepped forward. He was skinny, all knees and elbows. His hair was a mop of black curls. It was easy to see his mother in him.


    “You’re Louie?” Clark asked.


    The child nodded, his eyes never leaving the Redhawk mask.


    “Happy Birthday, Louie.”


    “Thank you, sir,” Louie said and stuck out his hand.


    “I hear you’re a fan.” Clark took the little hand, and they shook. The kid’s handshake was impressive.


    “Yes, sir. These are my friends. They love you, too.”


    “I’m pleased to meet all of you.” Keeping up the deep voice wasn’t easy, and his throat felt weird. He knelt to look Louie in the eye. “I brought you a present. Would you like to open it?”


    Louie nodded.


    Clark handed him the small box.


    The boy tore into the wrapping, shredding it so tiny pieces hit the carpet like confetti. When he opened the box, he gasped. “It’s a Redhawk 5000 Altimeter watch. Just like yours!” Louie clutched it in one hand and grabbed Clark’s leg with the other. “I can’t believe I have the real one! Thank you. Thank you. Now I can tell how high I’m flying.”


    The watch was solid black with four or five tiny dials inside the main clock. It looked more complicated than the stainless-steel Rolex Submariner on Clark’s dresser at home. That was a trinket, something he’d bought on a whim after receiving a large commission. He only wore it a few times a year. He smiled. Louie would wear his new watch every day. He’d probably sleep in it.


    It must’ve cost his mother a fortune.


    A fortune his mother doesn’t have.


    The Redhawk 5000 probably wasn’t very useful, but that didn’t pale the charms of the watch for the kid.


    When the child looked up and Clark saw the admiration and appreciation in his watery blue eyes, his heart did something strange. It flipped over, jumped, something. He’d never really been around children, but this little boy looking up at him like he was the most wonderful person in the world almost made this favor for Taylor worth the rash. Almost.


    “Let’s synchronize our watches.” Louie’s voice was high pitched with excitement.


    Clark’s wrist was bare. “I had to leave mine behind. It needed, uh, it needed repairs.”


    He’d blown his cover. Louie narrowed his eyes and shook his head. Clark felt his heart sink. Not only had he punched the kid’s dad, he’d ruined the birthday party.


    Just as Clark opened his mouth to apologize, Louie said, “It’s the Blot again, isn’t it? That lousy, no-good, nasty villain. He’s at it again!”


    Clark looked around the room. Every kid was nodding in agreement. He took a deep breath while a wave of relief washed through him.


    Clark nodded. “You’re right.” He knelt on the carpet so he was eye level with all the kids. He lowered his voice to a whisper and tried to keep it low and gravelly. “It’s the Blot again.”


    “You’re not Redhawk. He wouldn’t have time to come to some stupid birthday party,” a girl in the back said. “You’re just some dude Ms. Bishop hired to dress up and pretend to be Redhawk.” She was taller than the rest of the kids and chewed gum, moving it from side to side while she waited on his answer.


    “You’re wise to question my true identity.”


    Instead of responding, she cocked her head. Her pigtails belied what Clark knew must be a mind like a steel trap. He couldn’t choke now. She’d sound the alarm immediately.


    “I’m Redhawk,” he said. “The real article.” Pigtails stared back at him. “You don’t believe me?”


    She shook her head. “Nope.”


    He rose. “I didn’t want to do this, but I guess it’s the only way.” He tugged on his right sleeve. “I can’t show you the whole thing, and you must promise to never tell anyone what I’m about to reveal. Do I have your solemn vow?”


    The kids all inched closer. A chorus of “yes, sirs” filled the dining room.


    “Okay. Ma’am?” he said, turning to Taylor. “Can you check all the windows and doors? Make sure no one is listening that shouldn’t be?”


    She nodded. “I’ll report back in a second.” She dashed from the room.


    “Once we’re sure the place is secure from the Blot and his spies, I’ll show you the tattoo.”


    Gasps. Giggles. Boys and girls jumped up and down on the hardwood floors. This was better than Christmas.


    Taylor returned. “All clear, sir.” Her eyes twinkled with the conspiracy. He hadn’t seen that look in her eyes since they were kids.


    He inched back his sleeve slowly, drawing out the moment. He placed his index finger over the last two numbers and held his arm up so the children could see. “Believe me now?”


    Pigtails looked at him in total wonder. “You are real!”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    The children left an hour later, convinced they’d met the real Redhawk. Louie had gone home with one of the other boys for the night, new watch strapped on his arm, swagger in his step.


    George, with a dish towel held to his nose, had finally gotten the bleeding under control. Without saying a word, he’d glared at Anna before stomping out the back door. When she heard him drive down the street, she’d breathed a huge sigh of relief.


    While she had no idea what he was going to say or do about the punch, at least, he was gone for the moment, and she could breathe a little easier.


    It was barely afternoon, and Anna was already more exhausted than she would have been after a full day’s work.


    “I’d love to stay and help you clean up,” Taylor said. “But I’m due at the hospital soon. It’s my weekend. I’m sure Redhawk can lend a hand.” She nodded in Clark’s direction.


    “I’ve got it. There’s not much to clean up,” Anna said. “Thanks again. It would’ve be a disaster without you.”


    Taylor hugged Anna. “It was a great party, especially the part where George finally got what was coming to him.” Her best friend loved nothing more than a dose of good, old-fashioned justice.


    “He may have deserved that punch, but I’m sure he’ll stick me with the bill.” Anna wished she could stop being so scared of George, but she couldn’t seem to stop worrying about his next move. She’d lived in fear when she was married to him, and the same was true now. She hated herself for it.


    Taylor placed her hand on Anna’s arm. “Don’t worry. George will be fine, and if his nose is broken, Clark will pay for the medical bills. He’ll take care of everything. He always does. He’s a fixer.”


    “I’m not a fixer,” he said, a sharp edge in his voice.


    “I’m just making sure Anna knows who she’s dealing with.” Taylor reached into her purse and pulled out two twenties. “Here’s the refund from Ronnie. I gotta bounce. See you kids later.” She closed the door behind her.


    Now that Anna was totally alone with Clark, she didn’t know whether she was a little scared or a lot excited. He was still in his costume, and with the house cleared of impressionable kids, she allowed her gaze to linger on the way the material hugged the muscular lines of his body. Perfectly. She needed to be more concerned with the custody of her son than with a hired Redhawk, but her longtime fantasy was standing in front of her, and it was screwing with her head. She forced herself to stop thinking about how he might look without the bodysuit.


    “I hope George doesn’t use the pre-party punch as a way to get custody of Louie. Even though he’s been threatening to take him away from me for years, he’s never really tried. This might be his chance.” Anna slumped into one of the dining room chairs and dropped the trash bag onto the floor. “What am I going to do if he takes my son?” She bent at the waist and dropped her head into her hands.


    I’m sick of feeling so defeated.


    She glanced up as Clark claimed the chair beside her and pulled off his mask. “I don’t know what came over me. I haven’t hit anyone since elementary school.”


    Beneath his dark eyebrows, long eyelashes framed his bright-green eyes. While it was obvious that he and Taylor were related, his features were sharper and more angular. With high, chiseled cheekbones and the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow, the only thing that made his face less than perfect was his sharp, narrow nose. For Anna, that small detail made him even more compelling.


    “I know you were trying to help, and in a fairy tale, it would’ve been the perfect solution. Too bad real life is so much more complicated.” She hated the way her voice cracked. George always seemed to have the upper hand, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that she was just one step from falling flat on her face. “I wish it hadn’t played out that way.”


    “I’m usually a mild-mannered architect.”


    “Taylor says you’re a hermit.”


    He shook his head. “I am not a hermit. Although, I might be a eunuch if I have to wear this costume much longer.”


    “That would be a tragedy.” Anna blushed.


    “I’d be forced to watch the women of Franklyn weep for weeks.” His lips spread into a lazy grin, revealing perfect teeth.


    “Not if you don’t leave your house,” she countered.


    “I see what you did there.” He laughed, revealing symmetrical dimples. “Maybe the costume made me brave. Maybe I went too deeply into character.”


    I’d like to see him go even deeper into character.


    The attraction flashed back to the surface, and her face heated.


    “What a mess. Incredible.” There was no doubt that Clark would be a very interesting distraction. Anna exhaled loudly. Her shoulders slumped, and she sank even deeper into the chair. “George has more money, a nicer house, and a heck of a lot more influence. He’s got every judge in town in his pocket. Do you even know who my ex-husband is?”


    Clark sat beside her and raised one eyebrow. “Should I?”


    Anna narrowed her eyes and tilted her head to the side. “You live in Franklyn and you don’t know George Bishop?”


    Recognition dawned on his face. “Just my luck. I couldn’t have punched a nobody. He’s a Bowling Ball Bishop ?”


    “Yep. His parents own the factory just outside of town.” The company was the largest employer in the county and just about everyone had a spouse, a sibling, or a friend who worked for the Bishops.


    “If that’s not irony, I don’t know what is. The scion of a bowling ball manufacturer with no balls of his own.” Clark couldn’t suppress the laugh. “Incredible.”


    “I’m surprised he didn’t hit you back.” No, she wasn’t. Not really. If Clark had been a smaller man, George would’ve been more likely to punch back, but he didn’t like adversaries that had a chance. A classic bully, he preferred to pick on people hard pressed to defend themselves.


    “With a punch like that, he recognized me as the alpha male.”


    “Does the costume also come with the attitude? Or does that cost extra?”


    “It must have been included,” Clark admitted. “I sound like The Rock, and I’ve never even watched wrestling.”


    “It was nice to see him on the receiving end for once.” And it was. A big part of her wanted to jump up and cheer.


    “I’m not sorry I hit him. He had that coming.” He placed his hand over hers and looked into her eyes. Electricity surged through her body, magnifying the attraction she already felt. “I am sorry that it caused you worry. But whatever happens, I’ll make it right. Whatever it takes to help you keep Louie, I’ll do it. You have my word on that.”


    Anna shook her head. As generous as Clark was to offer, she didn’t want his help, or anyone else’s. While her life was far from trouble free, it was manageable. With someone else in the mix, that wouldn’t be a given. Far from it. “Louie and I are fine. On our own. While I appreciate your willingness to step in, it’s better if I handle him. I need to find some courage and stop being afraid of George.”


    “I handled him pretty well.”


    “Is that the Redhawk suit talking again?”


    “No. That’s a man who doesn’t like to see a woman disrespected.”


    “Bet you wouldn’t have done the same in a button-down and silk tie.”


    “My principles are not dictated by what I’m wearing.”


    “He’s going to find out it was you.”


    “I hope he does. I’ll tell him myself.”


    “That’s definitely the costume talking,” Anna said. She rose and picked up the trash bag. Cleaning helped her keep her mind off her worries. It always had, and it was the main reason she’d started her housekeeping business.


    “The cape may be the reason I’m full of bravado, but I’m serious when I say I’ll take care of any fallout.” He tossed a couple of empty juice boxes into the bag and moved closer to her. The woodsy, clean scent of his cologne tickled her nose, and she inhaled, savoring the nearness of him. He placed his hands on her upper arms and looked into her eyes. The sincerity in his green eyes mesmerized her. “I won’t let him take your boy.”


    The heat of his body blazed against hers, with their lips only inches apart. When she looked up at him, he tilted his head downward and, for a sliver of a second, she thought he was going to kiss her.


    “I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure he stays with you.”


    Anna nodded, trapped between trying to pay attention to what he was saying and forcing herself to ignore her hormones, which had clearly gone rogue. “Thank you.”


    He released her arms and the tension in the room eased. “I’ll help you finish.”


    If only.


    They worked well together, and within half an hour, the dining room was clean and all the trash was in the can outside the kitchen door. Anna was just putting the vacuum cleaner in the hall closet when her cell phone vibrated. Taylor.


    “His nose is broken,” Taylor whispered into the phone. She was calling from the hospital. “I shouldn’t even be telling you that much. Gotta go.” She disconnected.


    Incredible. Anna leaned against the wall and tried to keep her mind from racing in several different directions at once.


    “What’s next?” Clark asked from the other end of the hallway. “Are you okay?” He moved toward her.


    “His nose is broken. Taylor just called.”


    “He’s not going to take your son. Simple as that.” Clark set his jaw.


    He opened his arms, and before she realized what she was doing, she stepped into them and let him hold her while she cried tears of fear and frustration.


    She pulled away. His arms felt too safe. Safe, when it came to men, was a big red flag, and she wasn’t falling for it.


    Never again.


    …


    Clark was exhausted. He’d never been so hot. Or so itchy. Any dreams of being a real superhero had been crushed by the costume. The spandex just wasn’t worth it even if all the mothers had licked their lips every time they’d looked at him.


    Not that I noticed anyone but Anna.


    He’d be dreaming about that short denim skirt, and what was underneath it, for weeks.


    He hadn’t been on a date in ages. Even though Taylor was constantly playing matchmaker, he was never attracted to any of the women she suggested. Anna was a whole different story, and the first time he’d met her, he was in metallic spandex.


    Even if he’d been in his usual pressed chinos and button-down, it wouldn’t have made any difference. He wasn’t a family man. He couldn’t be. Clark had proven that he couldn’t be trusted to look after the people he cared about most, and the last time he’d checked the definition of “family man,” it included looking after others. Anna needed a man who could protect her, save her from her jerk of an ex-husband.


    Clark wasn’t that man.


    Considering what I did to Jake, I don’t deserve a family.


    He sank down onto Taylor’s sofa and began peeling off the layers of the costume.


    After a long, cold shower and changing back into his jeans and T-shirt, he felt like himself again, but the party had left him feeling restless, the attraction to Anna making him edgy. He hadn’t felt such a strong pull toward a woman in ages. If ever. He couldn’t get the memory of her smell out of his mind. The way her body fit perfectly against his. He was attracted to her in a way he couldn’t explain, even to himself.


    Even though he hadn’t intended to break George’s nose, he wasn’t sorry. Clark knew regret better than most men, and the punch he’d thrown at Anna’s ex didn’t fit into that category. He’d deal with the fallout tomorrow. It would likely be a while before the mongrel left the hospital, and the pain meds would keep him sedated for at least twenty-four hours.


    After hanging the Redhawk costume on the back of the bathroom door, he locked up Taylor’s house and drove toward the east side of town. He needed to stop by Jake’s apartment and check on him. Make sure he had groceries. That he didn’t need any help.


    Clark and Jake had been best friends since Mrs. Doyle’s kindergarten class. From the start, they’d agreed on everything. Legos, the sandbox, and Matchbox cars. Their friendship had persevered through mean teachers and heartbreaking girls. Their bond had even survived Jake’s transfer to public school in sixth grade when the Davis family fell on hard times. They were closer than most brothers.


    Clark pulled his truck into the spot beside Jake’s big, white Chevy van parked in the handicapped spot.


    All because of me.


    He ran his fingers through his hair and took a deep breath.


    Eighteen months. Five hundred and forty days. He looked at the numbers on his wrist. Even without the tattoo, he’d never forget the date. The ink was a permanent reminder he was the reason Jake had lost a leg, a permanent reminder he was the reason Jake couldn’t make his living as a building contractor, and a permanent reminder that one piss-poor decision had nearly cost his best friend his life.


    Clark had relived the night a million times. Would undoubtedly relive it a million more.


    It was supposed to be a special occasion.


    Clark had been the architect for a large manufacturing plant in nearby Asheville. Jake had been the general building contractor. The project had cost well over twenty million, and they’d both worked their rears off to make it a success. They’d cleared some serious cash and wanted to celebrate the completion of the project.


    Jake had reserved the back room at Jack of Hearts, the local pub. A couple of kegs, platters of hot wings and celery, and a hundred of his closest friends. He’d even hired a cover band. In Jake’s words, it was going to be epic. Usually, Clark would’ve begged off, but he’d been excited about the finished product and thrilled about his inflated bank balance.


    But the weather hadn’t cooperated. While there was mostly cold rain in Franklyn, the higher elevations were getting a dose of serious winter weather, making the roads slick and icy. When the band didn’t show up, citing the nasty road conditions, Jake had been beyond pissed. He’d given them a hefty deposit and wanted live music. If the band wasn’t coming, Jake, who’d already had a few, wanted his guitar.


    Clark had seen how hot Jake’s temper was running, and he should’ve talked him down, shown him the Weather Channel app on his phone, and convinced him the country roads were dangerous.


    But he hadn’t. The party had been so important to Jake. Clark couldn’t deny his friend. Instead of being the responsible man he usually was, he’d gotten behind the wheel with Jake riding shotgun, and nothing had ever been the same again. Even though Clark had been stone sober, he’d been no match for the roads.


    Jake had clicked on the interior light, screwing with Clark’s night vision. Jake had been yelling into his cell phone, blasting the band for not showing up. Clark, trying to concentrate on the road, had gotten frustrated and tried to wrestle the phone away from Jake. Just east of Hot Springs, he’d lost control of the car and they’d tumbled down an embankment, leaving Clark with a headache and a few scratches and Jake in ICU.


    The couple in the car behind them, the people who’d stopped and called for help, had seen them arguing and told police the accident must have been a result of the dispute over the phone. Clark had been charged with reckless endangerment, while Jake had gotten a life sentence.


    Clark stepped out of the truck and leaned against the side. Seeing what the accident had done to Jake never got any easier. A sharp pang of guilt stabbed him in the gut, and he wondered for the millionth time why, when he’d been the one who’d been driving, he’d escaped with no serious injuries.


    After a deep breath, he walked to the front door and pressed the bell.


    Jake yelled, “Hang on. It will take me a minute.”


    The deadbolt clicked, and the door slowly opened, the sunlight glinting off the metal of Jake’s wheelchair. He’d been waiting on a prosthesis for months, but the swelling wasn’t going down as quickly as expected, and he was stuck waiting.


    “Hey, man. How’s it going?” Clark briefly met Jake’s eyes and then quickly looked up. He would never be able to face what he’d done to his best friend.


    “Pretty good. Come on in.” Jake rolled the chair backward and into the living room. The apartment, on the ground floor of a new complex just outside Franklyn, was perfect for Jake. Clark had been the architect for the project and had made sure Jake got dibs on the place.


    The floor plan was open, giving plenty of room for a person in a wheelchair to maneuver in and out of every room with ease. Clark had had no idea when he’d designed the place that Jake would be living in the handicapped unit.


    “What’s going on today?” Clark closed the door and walked farther into the apartment.


    Jake rolled to a stop in the corner of the room. “Just watching a little baseball. The Braves look terrible.” He shook his head. “It’s almost painful to watch.”


    “It’s always painful to watch.” He was surprised to see the place was messier than usual. Jake was a neat freak, and there were several wrappers and empty cans on the coffee table. Maybe he’d been too busy watching baseball to clean up.


    “Incredible. You know the Braves are the best baseball team in history. You just don’t want to admit it.”


    “Braves, my rear. You only like them because they’re the closest team. The Cubs are the only team worth watching.” It was an old argument, as familiar and comfortable as Clark’s favorite pair of work boots. He’d never told Jake the whole story of why he hated the team so much and probably never would. It was ancient history.


    “Call me crazy, but I like a team that wins the World Series more than once a century. You want a beer?” Jake was already rolling toward the fridge.


    “I’ll get it,” Clark said, dashing to cut between Jake and the kitchen.


    “Relax, dude. I may be in a wheelchair, but I’m not helpless.” He eased past Clark and pulled up to the door. “I can operate my own fridge, jerk.”


    “I know. I was just trying to—”


    Jake handed a Coors Light to Clark. “I know what you were trying to do. We’ve had this conversation a few times already.” He shook his head and looked up at Clark. “It’s not your fault. I’m alive. I’m learning how to live this way. Can we just drop it?”


    If Clark hadn’t known Jake for two decades, he’d have believed his sunny outlook was real. But Jake couldn’t hide the dark circles under his eyes, the tension in his forced smile.


    “It is my fault, Goose.”


    “It isn’t your fault,” Jake repeated. “And don’t call me Goose.” He punched Clark in the arm. “Duck.”


    Clark smiled. Duck and Goose. Nicknames from elementary school.


    “Now, do you want to watch some baseball, or would you rather just wallow in your misplaced guilt?”


    “It isn’t misplaced—”


    “Gotcha,” Jake said, a devilish grin on his face. “Beat you to the living room.” He leaned the chair back and shot across the tiled floor.


    Jake grabbed the remote from the side table and cranked the volume up three or four ticks past loud.


    After four innings of a lackluster game, Jake switched off the television. “What’s the matter?”


    Clark placed the beer he’d been nursing since he arrived on the table beside his chair. “Nothing. Why?”


    “Incredible. What’s the deal?”


    It was impossible to fool Jake. Always had been. “Something happened this morning.”


    Jake tilted his head to one side and cracked open another beer. “Is this like a guessing game?”


    “I punched George Bishop and broke his nose.” Clark absently rubbed his knuckles.


    Jake’s eyes went wide. “What the heck? That’s not like you. I’m usually the one with a hot temper who loves to talk trash. You’re the calm one, the voice of reason.”


    “He was getting physical with Anna, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.” He clenched his fist and lobbed it into his palm, remembering the surge of anger he’d felt when George had grabbed Anna’s wrists.


    “How do you know her?”


    “I don’t. Not really. It’s all Taylor’s fault.”


    “Isn’t it always?” Jake asked, grinning from ear to ear. “Start at the beginning.” He took a deep sip of his beer.


    Clark told him everything. The costume, the satisfying crunch when he’d hit George, and Anna’s fear that her ex was going to get custody of Louie.


    “You did the right thing. George is a sorry mongrel.” Jake paused and looked out the window into the parking lot. “Anna deserves so much more than that jerk.”


    “You know her?”


    Jake nodded. “She was in my American History class. She didn’t run with our crowd, but she was always smart, sweet. Not the kind of girl I ever expected to get tied up with George.”


    “What was he like?”


    “All brawn, no brains. A stereotypical jock who loved to talk trash.”


    “Sounds like he hasn’t changed much.” Clark finished his beer and crushed the can.


    Jake shook his head. “Too bad Anna has.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She’s whip-smart. She could’ve done anything she wanted, but she got pregnant right after graduation. She put everything on hold for her marriage and her son. Now she’s stuck cleaning houses to make ends meet.”


    “I told her I’d take care of things. I’ll take responsibility regardless of what that means.”


    “I’m shocked he didn’t call the cops,” Jake said. “He loves to use his clout.”


    “The cops buy it?”


    “How can they not? His family is the closest thing to royalty we have in Franklyn. They grease the wheels.”


    “If they have so much money, why didn’t they send George to Lennox?”


    “Legacy and all that. He wore the same football number as his dad.”


    “Sheesh.”


    “I hope he doesn’t sue you. That would be just like him.” Jake tapped his fist on the armrest of his wheelchair.


    Dread settled in the pit of his stomach. Louie’s party seemed days away instead of hours. “Incredible.” Clark balanced his elbows on his knees and placed his head in his hands. He’d worked hard for every penny he had in the bank, and he didn’t want to pay a cent of it out to that bully, but he would. He wouldn’t put Anna on the hook for his mistake.


    “He probably won’t though,” Jake said.


    “Why?”


    “You kicked his rear in front of Anna. He’s probably too embarrassed.”


    “I sure hope so,” Clark said.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    On Wednesday evening, Anna was hauling groceries into the kitchen when her cell phone rang. Willa Laurens, the attorney who’d handled her divorce, popped up on her caller ID.


    Incredible.


    Her heart sank like a lead weight.


    She contemplated letting it go to voicemail, but she caved on the third ring. The more she knew, the better she could prepare.


    “He’s filed a motion for custody modification,” Willa said. “He wants primary custody that gives you visitation every other weekend.”


    The threat hit her with the force of a semi. Anna’s head began to throb. Her heart pounded. She blinked, trying to keep the edges from closing in on her. Fear roiled her stomach, and her knees felt like they were going to buckle. She leaned against the counter, feeling like the breath had been knocked out of her.


    There’s no way I can live with only seeing Louie every other week. No way.


    From the moment she’d decided to leave George years ago, she’d feared this phone call.


    “What are his chances?” She hated the shaky way her voice sounded, hated herself for living in constant fear of her ex.


    Willa exhaled loudly into the phone. “Pretty good. Violence in the household is a big deal. His argument will be that an environment where there’s violence isn’t safe for a child.”


    “But it wasn’t my fault. It’s not like the man is my boyfriend or even a close friend.”


    “He’ll claim you should’ve vetted Redhawk, done a better job of screening who comes into your home.”


    “But George was threatening to be violent himself.”


    The sound of another deep exhale came through the speaker. “It’s not the same, Anna. He didn’t hurt you, and there’s no history of physical abuse. If we had police reports or a restraining order, we could use it, but as it stands, we need to find another way to fight this motion.”


    Anna didn’t want to ask, but she had to know. “Can we win? Can I keep my son?”


    “Come by the office in the morning. We’ll try to get a game plan.”


    Anna hung up the phone and sank into a chair. Her legs ached from cleaning four houses. Wednesdays were always long. Beginning at just after seven o’clock in the morning, it was usually well after six in the evening before she picked up Louie from Mrs. Rosemiller’s, the next-door neighbor who watched him for a few hours after school if Anna was still working.


    She’d planned to use the money she saved at the grocery store to splurge for dinner at IHOP. But now, after Willa’s call, she pulled the cash from her pocket and tucked it into the small tea tin she kept in the freezer.


    I’ll need every extra penny to pay the legal fees. Back to money. It always comes back to money. The lack of it.


    Everything was spinning out of control. She’d been hanging on by the skin of her teeth for so long. She couldn’t do it anymore. There were just too many variables she couldn’t control. Maybe Louie would be better off with George.


    Maybe I shouldn’t fight the motion.


    Maybe Louie would be better off in a huge house with a swimming pool, every game system on the market, flat-screen televisions in nearly every room. He’d never have to sit on a Goodwill sofa or wear jeans tattered at the knee.


    George can give him a lifestyle that I can’t.


    When she’d left George, she’d only asked for minimum child support. She’d never pursued alimony because she’d thought it might anger him, might make him fight for primary custody. Even though he hadn’t been a peach of a husband—their marriage had been punctuated by episodes of binge drinking, emotional abuse, and even threats of physical violence—she’d kept it to herself.


    The last thing she wanted was to be a victim. Especially George’s victim.


    I’m not letting that mongrel get into my head. There’s no doubt Louie needs to be with me.


    Anna had never told a soul, not even Taylor, what living with George had been like.


    In trying to keep her son with her, she’d made George look like a much better father than he really was.


    What am I going to do?


    …


    Clark settled down to draw the plans for a new movie theater in Asheville. It was nearly eight o’clock in the evening, and the office building was finally quiet. He did some of his best work in the evenings when he was alone and could listen to baseball games on the radio. He opened the window and let the fresh scent of rain rush into his office.


    There was nothing like the feel of a graphite pencil in his hand. He often did a series of conceptual drawings before he entered anything into AutoCAD, the program architects used to draft projects. But as soon as he picked up his pencil, all the ideas for the theater that had been bouncing around in his head for weeks vaporized. He doodled on the upper corner of the page, drawing baseball diamonds and tiny concept cars, hoping the creative ideas would begin flowing again. An hour later, he rose from his chair with nothing remotely architectural on the page.


    He’d never had this problem before the accident. He’d always been able to pull ideas from the air and make it happen. Now, he had nothing.


    The guilt had poisoned him. It was a slow toxin, killing his hopes and dreams, one by one, until there was nothing but an empty shell. Before the wreck, he’d wanted a wife, a couple of kids, but now he knew that would never happen. It should never happen. The reckless behavior that had led to the car accident proved one thing. His father had been right all along.


    I don’t deserve happiness. I’d only find a way to phoo up.


    He ran his hands through his hair. He had to get to work on this project. Maybe a shot of caffeine would do the trick. He walked to the break room, put a coffee pod in the Keurig, and waited for a cup to brew.


    Just as he grabbed the mug, the cell phone on his hip vibrated.


    Taylor.


    “You okay?” he asked when he answered.


    “I am, but Anna isn’t.” Her voice shook with worry.


    “What happened?”


    “George is suing her for primary custody.”


    He clenched his jaw. “That’s not going to happen.”


    “You need to do something major.”


    “Who’s her attorney?” The wheels in his mind were spinning.


    “Willa Laurens.”


    “Which judge will hear the motion?”


    “Rafferty. The old coot,” Taylor said. “He treated her like gum on the bottom of his shoe in the divorce hearing.”


    That was probably because Anna wasn’t a member of the local country club. The center of good society in Franklyn, Judge Rafferty was on the board of governors. Even though Clark had done the most recent renovations on the club and carried a membership, he hated the place. He’d rather be in cutoffs and a tattered T-shirt mowing his grass than dressing in plaid pants to chase after a little white ball.


    “I’ll take care of everything.”


    “I’ll do what I can on this end,” Taylor said. “But we’re not going to let her lose Louie, no matter what it takes, right?” Even though Taylor was tough, direct, and full of sass, when she was scared or unsure, she always looked to her big brother for reassurance.


    “We’re going to make sure they stay together.”


    He disconnected the call, dumped the fresh coffee in the sink, and turned out the light over his desk. There was no way he could draw with all the thoughts running through his head.


    Money would help Anna. It was the least he could do for her.


    Without his intervention at the party, she wouldn’t be in this situation.


    Just something else I’ve made worse.


    He took several stacks of bills from the small safe in the corner of his office, counted them, and stuck them inside a large padded envelope. On it, he wrote Anna’s name, the word “retainer,” and the amount enclosed.


    The attorney’s office was just down the street, on the way to the garage where he parked his car, and he hoped that she had a mail slot. Clark tucked the envelope into his back pocket and hid the lump it created with a light jacket.


    The night was cool. Even though it was May, here in the higher elevations of the Appalachian Mountains, temperatures fell quickly when the sun went down, especially just after a rain. He passed several couples, most likely tourists walking to restaurants and eclectic shops. He wondered what it would feel like to be part of a couple.


    Deep inside, he grieved the loss of his potential wife, children, and the proverbial picket fence. But even if he hadn’t wrecked Jake’s life, and even if he had found the perfect woman, he had no idea how he’d handle a marriage. His parents didn’t exactly provide a good example. While they stayed together, their union was one of social convenience and copious amounts of alcohol.


    Clark reached Willa’s office and looked up at the facade. Built just before World War II, it was one of the gems of the downtown area. Originally a bank, the building was three stories tall and a marvel of Gothic Revival. He removed the envelope from his waistband and opened the mail slot. After the envelope left his grasp and fell onto the floor of Willa’s office, he headed toward his truck, relieved he’d done at least one small thing to help Anna.


    He should’ve called her first, but she might have tried to talk him out of it. It was the right thing to do. He had the money…and she didn’t. He’d given her his word and intended to keep it.


    The next morning, Clark dressed in a crisp white shirt, a conservative red and blue silk tie, and navy slacks. He looked in the mirror and adjusted the Windsor knot in his tie. Satisfied, he grabbed a summer-weight jacket and slammed the cabin door behind him.


    While many of his business meetings required a coat and tie, Clark wasn’t comfortable in a suit. They always felt too tight, too restrictive.


    Clark called Judge Rafferty’s chambers from the car. He might not be one of the Bowling Ball Bishops, but thankfully, when he’d mentioned he was the architect who’d supervised the remodel of the country club, the judge’s secretary had told him to come right over. Clark wasn’t nervous. Not exactly. Keyed up. Determined.


    The more he thought about all the planning that had gone into Louie’s party. All the sacrifices Anna had probably made to buy the watch, the cake, and all the party favors. It wasn’t the money she’d spent on the party. It was the heart that had gone into it. She’d been resolved, despite her meager budget, to give her son the perfect birthday party. He was more resolved than ever to make sure she kept primary custody of Louie. Any mother who cared that much about her kid deserved a chance to raise him.


    Anna was nothing like his own mother, which was a good thing.


    And George Bishop was a classic bully who reminded Clark of his own father. He knew the scars that came along with living with a man like that and Louie deserved better.


    He parked down the street from the town square and fought to get his emotions in check. After tightening the knot in his tie one last time, he locked his car and walked toward the courthouse.


    The judge’s chambers was on the second floor of the county courthouse building. Built in the 1920s, it was one of the most opulent buildings in the state of North Carolina. Over the years, Clark had spent many hours admiring the neoclassical architecture and the sweeping marble staircase in the lobby. He took the stairs, loving the soothing coolness of the brass railing on his palm.


    Judge Rafferty had a reputation for being stubborn, but Clark had plenty of clients who could be difficult. He’d become skilled at dealing with all kinds of people. The trick was to remain clearheaded, logical, and rational. Explain the situation clearly and concisely. Clark was going to stay in control of his emotions regardless of how the judge reacted.


    Not that the birthday party had been any indication of his normally coolheaded nature.


    Maybe it had been the costume, or maybe it had been the curvy woman in the denim skirt.


    Either way, his behavior at the party wasn’t like him. Part of him was embarrassed, and the other part was proud that he’d done the right thing for once.


    He paused at the door to the judge’s chambers and shook his head, trying to clear it of the image of Anna. The black curls he’d like to wrap around his fingers. The deep-blue eyes that reminded him of a bluebird feather. The full lips that would most certainly be good at kissing and more. He wouldn’t be a man if he could look at those lips without wondering what they’d feel like wrapped around his toe.


    He was attracted to Anna. Very attracted.


    At thirty, I should be able to handle a hard-on without going all to perdition.


    He knocked on the door before any more images could flood his brain.


    Judge Rafferty was a huge man. At least a couple of inches taller than Clark, the judge’s once muscular body had turned to flab. He was balding with ruddy cheeks and large jowls, and the shot blood vessels in the tip of his nose indicated a long-term love affair with booze. Rafferty was exactly what he looked like—a charter member of the good ol’ boys club.


    “How can I help you, Clark?” He settled into the large leather chair behind his desk.


    “Thanks for seeing me so quickly. I appreciate it.” A little extra charm never hurt.


    He nodded and gestured toward the wingback chair in front of the desk. “Have a seat?”


    Clark shook his head. He placed his hands on the back of the chair and leaned forward. An old trick to make him appear to be the one in control. He cut straight to the point. “Anna Bishop.”


    The judge nodded. “I know her.”


    “Her ex-husband wants primary custody of their son. That’s a bad idea.”


    “I saw the motion.” He idly flipped through a stack of papers on the corner of his desk. The judge narrowed his eyes. “Why are the Bishops any of your business?”


    “I hit him. I broke his nose.”


    The judge raised an eyebrow and nodded. “George is a pretty solid fellow.” Clark didn’t miss the implication.


    “Anna shouldn’t lose custody of Louie because of something I did. I take full responsibility.”


    “Won’t help.”


    “You’ve already made up your mind? There hasn’t even been a hearing yet.”


    Judge Rafferty chuckled. “Look, Anna Bishop is an uneducated maid who lives in a cheap rental house and lets other men come in and punch the father of her child. She’s trash, Mr. Wainwright. Pure and simple. The kid would be better off with George.”


    Clark’s face flushed. It pissed him off that Rafferty didn’t even refer to Louie by name. “George put his hands on Anna. If I hadn’t stepped in, who knows what might have happened. He earned that punch. Louie doesn’t need to grow up with a man who intimidates and bullies his mother.”


    The judge shook his head.


    “George may run a little hot from time to time, but he’d never hurt Anna. That’s ridiculous.” He said it as if every man threatened his woman from time to time.


    Anger bubbled up from his stomach and into the back of Clark’s throat. “I saw it.”


    Judge Rafferty rose and walked around his desk. “Look, I’ve known the Bishops for years. They’re an excellent family. George’s bark is worse than his bite. If he did have a mean streak, there would be at least one police report from all these years, a restraining order, something, but there’s been nothing.


    “Louie needs his dad. He’s at that age. Anna has had plenty of time to find a better place, get a better job. She’s done nothing to improve her situation. Not only is the child living in reduced circumstances, she never asked for alimony. Don’t you think she would’ve demanded substantial spousal support if George had been abusive? It would have been in her financial best interest to bring it up in the divorce proceedings.”


    Clark clenched his teeth and tried to remain calm. “He’s abusive. I saw it with my own eyes.”


    Judge Rafferty sat down as his chair protested with a high-pitched groan. “Unless Anna makes some drastic changes before the hearing comes up on my calendar, my decision is made.”


    “What constitutes drastic changes?”


    The judge slid a humidor across the desk and opened it, offering a cigar to Clark. When Clark declined, the older man took his time selecting, cutting, and then lighting a cigar. Clark felt like he was trapped in bad movie.


    The judge blew the foul, heavy smoke into the office. “Drastic changes would mean Anna securing health insurance for herself, moving out of that house, and putting some money in savings instead of living on the razor’s edge. She also needs a way to take care of Louie when he gets home from school. The old lady next door isn’t cutting it. If Anna does those three things before the hearing, Louie can stay with her.”


    “What’s wrong with the house?”


    “Mold. The motion alleges it’s unsafe,” Judge Rafferty said.


    Clark remembered the small patch he’d noticed beside the chimney. With everything that happened at the party, he’d forgotten to look inside the house for any signs. “Has the property been tested?”


    “George claims he has a report to prove it has.”


    Anna was in a mess. Rental properties were hard to find in Franklyn, and the ones that did come on the market were often very expensive. The bill for cleaning up the mold would be the responsibility of the landlord, but the house would have to be empty during the cleanup, leaving Anna with no place to stay.


    “Plus,” Rafferty continued while he puffed on the cigar. “George can better provide for the child.”


    For the second time in just a few days, Clark, who was usually calm and chill, wanted to punch a man. “Parenting isn’t all about the money.”


    He knew that firsthand. As a child, he’d had everything money could buy, but his parents were emotionally distant. The way Anna connected with Louie was worth more than all the money in the world. While Anna’s house was small, it was a home, filled with photos and comfortable furniture. It was warm, welcoming, absolutely the opposite of the house he’d grown up in.


    “Anna is great with Louie,” Clark said.


    “George is good with him, too. I’ve seen them at the country club pool. He’s a great dad. Plus, he has the support of his family. She doesn’t. I’ll bet she hasn’t talked to her parents since Louie was a baby.”


    Of course the jerk would be on his best behavior at the club. Especially when he was surrounded by his parents and the crème de la crème of Franklyn society. It’s not like there would be a lot of call for the F-word over escargot and rose-shaped butter pats.


    “He treats Anna like dirt. He shows her absolutely no respect.” Just thinking about it made his gut burn with anger.


    The judge sneered. “Let me give you a piece of advice, stay away from Anna. She had everything when she was married to George, and it was never enough. The filly just pissed it all away. She’s pretty enough, got a good figure, but we both know that won’t last forever. She’s not worth the trouble. A man like you could do much better.”


    Have I been transported back in time? This smug mongrel is giving me unsolicited dating advice. Unbelievable.


    “I’m not…” Clark paused. “I was just there for the birthday party. The man Anna hired didn’t show and the costume just happened to fit me. I wasn’t…” He stopped midsentence.


    “Sure you are. A grown man like you, one who’s well connected and educated wouldn’t dress in a silly costume for a kid’s birthday party just for sport. You’d pay someone else. Heck, you’re either in your office or at your house. You’re not exactly a social butterfly. If you weren’t dating Anna, you wouldn’t have even been at her house. Not to mention, you wouldn’t have gotten all red-faced when I told you to steer clear of her. I was testing you, boy.” A self-satisfied grin revealed his yellowing teeth.


    The old man thought Clark was Anna’s boyfriend.


    Something clicked in Clark’s brain. An idea floated around in his head, pressing the logical, rational ones to the side. It was a crazy notion, something out of a movie, but he couldn’t seem to tamp it down.


    What if Anna and I were an item? Would that help her keep Louie?


    It was a foolish thought, completely out of bounds, but he couldn’t help but follow it. In for a penny, in for a pound. “You’re right,” Clark admitted, plastering a bashful grin on his face. “Anna and I have been seeing each other for a while. Since she’s my sister’s best friend, we’ve been trying to keep it quiet until we were sure.”


    “Are you serious about her?” the judge asked.


    “I am,” he answered, hoping the judge didn’t spot the lie. “As a matter of fact, we’ve been talking about making it official.”


    “If the two of you were married and I knew she was in a stable relationship that provided well for the boy, I might be more open-minded about the custody issue.”


    “Even though I hit George?”


    The judge balanced his cigar on the edge of a cut-crystal ashtray. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s still an issue, but if you’re willing to marry the girl and take an anger management class or two, I’ll look past the punch.” A large cylinder of gray ash fell off the cigar. “After all, love makes us do crazy things sometimes.”


    …


    Anna parked her car almost five blocks from Willa’s office. She could’ve parked closer, but she didn’t want to waste the money on paying the garage fee. It was a nice day, perfect for late May, with brilliant sunshine and a light breeze.


    It was a day for sundresses and strappy high heels.


    Instead, Anna was dressed in the usual T-shirt and jeans. It was her work uniform. and while she was comfortable, the look did nothing for her already rock-bottom self-esteem. Even if she had someplace to wear a summery dress, she didn’t have the money to buy one.


    Or anyone to wear it for.


    From out of nowhere, she wondered if Clark liked sundresses. She’d bet money she didn’t have that he was a cotton dress sort of guy.


    Why in the world do I care what Clark thinks? Or any man, for that matter. They’ve caused me nothing but trouble.


    While she might be attracted to Clark, it was nothing more than a physical thing. Just an appreciation for tall, dark, and handsome. And the ability to fill out a Redhawk suit.


    She was okay with her life. Most of the time. Partially okay, anyway.


    Occasionally. she missed waking up next to a man. Kissing. Sex. Her vibrator just wasn’t the same as a flesh and blood man, but it didn’t cause her heartache after heartache, either. With a truckload of trust issues, dating wasn’t good for her mental health.


    Plus, she needed to stand on her own two feet. Tell George to fly a kite. Stop feeling shaky every time she was in the same room with her ex-husband.


    She had Louie. That was the most important thing. She’d have time after he was older to do the other things that were important to her. Right now, she needed to concentrate on keeping him away from his father as much as possible.


    When she walked into the office, the receptionist said, “Willa will be right with you.”


    Anna took a seat in one of the chairs in the waiting area and picked up a magazine. She flipped through it, her mind a million miles away. She couldn’t concentrate on anything but the threat of losing her son. She was so sick of being so afraid of George.


    “Anna?”


    She looked up to see Willa standing in front of her. Tall and thin with her long hair twisted into a tight bun, Willa had the look of a ballerina. “Sorry. I was woolgathering,” Anna said.


    Willa smiled. “I’ll say. Come on back.”


    Anna followed her down the hall and into the corner office. Decorated in neutrals, the office had little individual personality. But people didn’t hire Willa for the decor. They hired her because she went for the jugular without apology.


    Willa settled into the leather chair behind her desk. “Who loaned you the money?”


    “What money?”


    The lawyer tilted her head to the side. “The money to pay my retainer.”


    “No one.” Anna wrinkled her brow in confusion. “I was going to try to work something out with you today.” She didn’t mention that she had no idea how she was going to commit to a payment plan when she had less than ten dollars in her checking account and not much more than that in the tea canister hidden in the freezer.


    “But we got an envelope in the mail slot.”


    “There’s got to be a mistake.”


    Willa opened the thick folder on her desk and flipped to the back cover. She turned the folder so that Anna could see the accounting log. “See? Five thousand in cash. It was here when I came in this morning.”


    Anna couldn’t imagine where the money had come from. She wasn’t in regular contact with her parents, and they wouldn’t help her anyway. Taylor wouldn’t have gone the anonymous route.


    Incredible. The realization hit her square in the stomach.


    “Can I see the envelope?”


    “Sure.” Willa called her secretary, Sophia, and she brought it into the office and handed it to Anna.


    “I can’t believe he did this,” Anna said, shaking her head. When she saw the word “retainer,” she knew. Only an architect wrote in such perfectly sized and perfectly angular printed letters.


    “Who?” Sophia and Willa asked in unison.


    “Clark Wainwright,” Anna said through clenched teeth. “I didn’t ask for his help.” Quite the opposite. Since her divorce, she’d done everything with her own sweat, blood, and tears, and she intended to stay the course. The budget might be tight, but it was better than being beholden to anyone.


    “Are you crazy?” Willa asked. “It’s the least he could do. He’s the one who started this whole mess.”


    “I want to do this on my own.”


    Willa shook her head. “You’re too stubborn for your own good. Seriously. I’m your lawyer, and my advice is to take the help.”


    “I’ll figure out a way to pay him back. If his money means I can keep my son, I’ll work three jobs if I have to until we’re square.”


    “Work that out with him,” Willa said. “You and I need to get a plan together.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Marriage.


    Clark couldn’t believe he was actually considering this. It was ridiculous. Totally cracked. But it was the only viable solution.


    Only six days since the ill-fated birthday party, and he was considering the ultimate commitment.


    But it had nothing to do with his heart and everything to do with his guilt.


    And it was completely logical.


    Just like going from a site survey to a finished blueprint and construction, he had looked at the problem from a wide-angle and charted the best course. He’d thought through every possible solution to Anna’s problem, and he’d arrived at a conclusion.


    The deal was simple. Marry her.


    Then, he could move her into his house, give her the financial means to work less and be home with Louie after school. The landlord would have time to clean the mold out of the rental house, and Clark could put the two of them on his health insurance policy. She’d have everything she needed to meet Judge Rafferty’s conditions. And his conscience would be clear. Well, as far as Anna and Louie were concerned.


    Once custody was decided, he and Anna could go back to living separate lives.


    Maybe he should run this plan by Jake. His best friend always gave good advice. He dialed his cell but disconnected before Jake answered. The last thing he wanted to do was make Jake feel worse. Getting married was something he’d always wanted to do. He’d been on the hunt for the perfect girl since college, but since the accident, his self-confidence had been in the gutter, and he didn’t even try to date anymore.


    Clark’s parents would be no help. They were out of the country celebrating their fortieth anniversary with a trip to the Golden Buddha Beach Resort, an all-inclusive on some far-flung island. Even though they’d never made time for him or Taylor, they still liked to pull the strings. They’d never approve of him marrying a woman they hadn’t handpicked. Not to mention he wouldn’t value their advice in the first place.


    This decision is all me.


    And it was a huge one. One he should think through more carefully, but his attraction to Anna was messing with him, making his brain spin and toss like he was on some carnival ride. While he was normally able to compartmentalize his emotions in order to make a solid decision, in this case, his need to do the right thing was magnified by his attraction to Anna. With any other woman, the offer would be off the table. He’d pay his way through it and leave it at that, but she was different.


    Walking around the city, block after block, he tried to reason his way through it. Clark trusted himself to make solid decisions, and after thinking about it several different ways, this one was simple. Louie was better off with Anna than with his jerk of a father. The only way Anna could keep Louie was by drastically improving her circumstances.


    The only way to make everything work was by getting married.


    In a short period of time, they could meet all of Judge Rafferty’s conditions and get the custody dispute settled once and for all, and Clark, with his already-battered conscience, would be off the hook. At least on this issue.


    Whether it was weeks or months, it wasn’t long enough to make much difference in his life or Anna’s.


    The only thing left is to talk her into it.


    He smiled a little at the thought. There were lots of things he’d like to talk Anna into, and maybe if it was married to her, he could.


    …


    It was George’s weekend. He’d picked up Louie from school.


    Anna hated coming home to an empty house, but it was nice to have a break every other weekend. It gave her a chance to catch up on all the household chores she was too busy to do when Louie was home. Because she worked a lot, she spent every spare minute with her son. She wasn’t going to let precious time slip away while she was cleaning out the fridge or wiping down the baseboards. With the mold getting worse in both the kitchen and the spare bedroom, she planned to spend most of Saturday scrubbing, but tonight, she was just going to relax.


    Usually, every other Friday night, she and Taylor drove into Asheville for a cheap dinner and some window shopping, but Taylor had begged off after a long shift at the hospital. Anna was on her own and she’d decided to splurge.


    She wanted to be pissed that Clark had paid Willa’s retainer without discussing it with her first. It was presumptuous and high-handed.


    I made it crystal clear that I don’t want or need handouts.


    He should’ve asked, should’ve talked to her about it, but underneath her irritation, there was a sea of relief knowing that she had Willa on her side.


    Enough relief to justify a dinner that didn’t come from the microwave.


    Even though Franklyn was a small town, there was a sushi restaurant within walking distance of the house. Anna pulled her wallet from her purse and dug out the twenty she’d stashed behind her driver’s license. She tucked it into the front pocket of her jeans and grabbed her house keys. A nice walk in the evening breeze would be a great way to unwind.


    Just as she put her hand on the doorknob, someone rang the doorbell.


    Maybe Taylor had changed her mind and wanted to head into town after all.


    Anna swung the door open.


    Taylor wasn’t on the other side.


    Clark was. At least she thought it was him. There was huge bouquet of pink roses between them. The smell filled her nostrils, and she clamped her fingers of over her nose and stepped backward.


    “Anna?”


    The voice confirmed it. Deep and sexy. Redhawk’s voice. She tried to ignore the electric shiver that ran up her spine. In order to fight the attraction, she reminded herself she was supposed to be irritated at Clark for paying Willa before even calling her to discuss it. She pulled the twenty from her pocket and stuck it into the roses. “I intend to pay you back in full. Here’s my first payment.”


    “What?” He shook his head and looked confused.


    “You paid Willa. The handwriting gave you away.”


    “We’ll work that out later. If you want to pay me back, that’s cool, but we need to talk.” He tilted the massive bouquet to the side and pushed the twenty back toward Anna. “Can I come inside? These need to be put in water.”


    She shook her head and waved her hand. “I don’t want those. I hate roses. They indicate guilt with better precision than a lie detector test.” She poked the cellophane wrapper with her index finger. “I understand why you clocked George. You paid my retainer. You’ve done enough. More than enough.”


    Just the sight of the bouquet made her angry. The noxious flowers had always been George’s way of apologizing. Early in the marriage, when she’d been trying her best to make it work, he’d brought home roses every time he messed up. It had felt like living in a funeral home. She knew it was irrational, but she couldn’t seem to control her reaction.


    “We really need to talk.” There were dark circles under his eyes.


    “You’re not going away until I say yes, are you?”


    “Nope. I’m pretty determined.”


    She stepped back from the door, and he walked past her into the living room. “Have a seat.”


    He smelled delicious, his cologne spicy and warm. Clark looked even better in the dark-green polo and tight Levi’s than he had in the Redhawk costume. The jeans were nice, faded in all the right places. On the other hand, the spandex costume had shown a lot more detail, and that certainly had its advantages. Either way, he was an incredibly attractive man, and she half wished she’d let Taylor set her up with him when she’d begged.


    He sat on the corner of the sofa, and she sat across the room on the edge of a battered wingback chair. Her attraction to him made her uncomfortable. Instead of meeting his eyes, she looked at the carpet and focused on the stain she’d been forgetting to clean since the birthday party. If she just pretended to listen and refused to meet his gaze, he’d be out the door in only a few minutes and she could go get sushi. Anna concentrated on the rhythmic tick of the clock on the mantle. Tick, tick, tick.


    “I spoke with Judge Rafferty,” Clark said.


    Anna jerked her head up and met his eyes. “You what?” Taylor had always said he was meddlesome, but she’d never really believed it. She’d always thought he just played the part of big brother, but apparently, it extended to people he barely knew. “You barely even know me.”


    “I wanted to ensure we keep full custody of Louie.”


    “‘We?’ Louie is my kid, my responsibility.” She shook her head. “That’s none of your business.”


    Clark tilted his head upward. “I’m only trying to help.”


    “But it’s overreaching. Don’t you understand that? This is my life, my kid. My mess. I need to sort it out. Not you. I’ve learned to do things on my own, and I like it that way.”


    “That may be.” Clark’s expression didn’t change. It was as if he didn’t even understand why sticking his nose where it didn’t belong was a problem. “You should listen to me.” His eyes softened and he bit his bottom lip. “I have a solution.”


    Not only did she want him to butt out, she didn’t want to be attracted to someone who was making her so aggravated. He was confusing her, jamming all her circuits, and inspiring too many emotions at once.


    “If you don’t listen to me, you’ll lose Louie. Simple as that.”


    …


    Anna’s face changed immediately.


    “Ready to listen?” Clark asked.


    She slumped into her chair and nodded. “Ready.”


    “I talked to Judge Rafferty yesterday. He’s already decided he’s going to give custody to George.”


    Anna shook her head. “The system is so backward. It’s just not fair. I’ve done everything I can to protect my son. It’s not that I want to keep him from his father. It’s that I want him to grow into a man who is kind and respectful to women. I don’t want him to be like George.”


    “I agree. Louie needs to be with you.”


    “So how do I make sure he does?”


    “Rafferty has some conditions. First of all, you have to take care of the mold in the house.”


    Anna wrinkled her brow. “How does he know about that?”


    “George claims he has a report to prove it.”


    “That jerk. It’s a lie. No one has been in the house to check. I noticed it in the kitchen and I was going to take care of it, but I just haven’t—”


    “He also wants you to get health insurance and be in a position to spend more time with Louie.”


    “I’m going to lose my son.” Her voice was high pitched and panicked. “I can’t afford either option.”


    “There’s a way to take care of all of the judge’s conditions. We could get married.”


    Her eyes went wide, and she tilted her head to one side. “We what?”


    “Rafferty will dismiss the motion if you and I are together.”


    She rose from the chair and began pacing the threadbare carpet. “That’s insane. Crazy. We don’t even know each other.”


    “The judge thinks we do.”


    “Why would he think that?” Anna stopped walking and stared at Clark.


    “I might have told him we’ve been seeing each other and it’s become quite serious.”


    Anna’s jaw dropped. “You lied to the judge?


    “He won’t know the difference. No one in town will. It’s not like I get out all that much.”


    “Is this some kind of joke?”


    “Not at all. It’s a serious proposition. Proposal. Whatever.”


    “Let me get this straight, you want to marry me, a woman you barely know, so I can keep my son?”


    “Precisely.”


    “Why?” She stopped the pacing and stared at him. “What on earth would make you do that?”


    He rose and walked toward her. “I caused your ex-husband to file the motion, and I want to make this right. Louie needs to be with you.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “I always take responsibility for my actions.”


    Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. “But that’s too much. Way too much.”


    Her lips were inches from his. Her breath tickled his cheek. The urge to protect her, comfort her, and make the tears stop, rose all the way from his stomach into the back of his throat in a wave.


    The only thing he could do was kiss her.


    Her lips were as soft as he’d imagined. Sweet, tender. She tasted warm, like peppermints, and a wave of heat flooded him. He wrapped his fingers in her curls and pulled her closer. Chemistry crackled between them, and he hoped the kiss wouldn’t end. Anna locked her fingers behind his neck and nibbled on his bottom lip making goose bumps pop out on his forearms.


    Anna pulled away and looked up at him. Her eyes, now dry, were wide. “I didn’t—”


    “Just think, if you marry me, we could do that once a day.” He locked his hands at the small of her back.


    “Just once? Sounds like a bum deal. Are you open to twice?”


    “It would be a sacrifice, but I might consider it.”


    Anna shot a look at the fly of his jeans. “Sacrifice, huh? At least one of you disagrees.”


    “You’re terrible,” he said, but he couldn’t hide his grin. Maybe a temporary marriage to Anna would be more fun than he thought. “So, you want to set a date now or do you need some time to look at your calendar?”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Clark was serious. Even though the kiss had been pretty fantastic, she wasn’t willing to base a marriage on one smooch no matter how much it made her toes tingle.


    It’s ridiculous. Like something out of a movie or a book. Crazy with a capital C.


    “I need a minute. I… It’s too—”


    “I know. It’s a lot. I’ll go for a drive.” He walked to the door. “I just want to do the right thing for you and your son.”


    “Why is Louie so important to you?”


    He turned slowly. “I caused this mess. I want to fix it.”


    Anna wasn’t buying it. There were a dozen ways he could help her without a marriage certificate. “It’s more than that. At the very least, I need an explanation.”


    He exhaled slowly. “I can’t bear the thought of him growing up with that mongrel.”


    It still wasn’t making sense, and before the discussion went any further, Anna intended to get to the bottom of Clark’s motivations. “Why do you care so much?”


    He leaned on the front door and rubbed his jaw. “I was Louie. Not exactly. My parents stayed together and we always had money, but they never noticed me, they never paid attention to me except to criticize me. I know how that hurts. Louie is a great kid. He deserves a great childhood.”


    Taylor never talked much about their parents. She’d always been close to Clark, and Anna never thought to dig any deeper. “I try my best.”


    He took a couple of steps toward her. “I know how much you love him, and that’s why he needs to stay with you. He needs that deep affection more than he needs money and things. My dad criticized everything I did, everything I felt. When I heard George speak to you that way, it did something to me. ”


    “It’s just the way he is.”


    “I get that, but those scars can be really deep ones, and Louie deserves better.”


    Anna’s heart squeezed. “I really appreciate what you’re trying to do.”


    “Think about it. I’ll be back soon.”


    “Hey,” she said, following him to the door. “In order to consider your offer, I’m going to need that second kiss guaranteed in writing.”


    Clark raised one eyebrow. “Got a pen?”


    As soon as he closed the door behind him, Anna pulled her phone from her back pocket and dialed Taylor. The line rang three times before Taylor answered. “Hello?”


    “Your brother is certifiable,” Anna said. “Absolutely batshit crazy.”


    Taylor laughed. Like it was no big deal. “What else is new?”


    “I’m serious,” Anna said. “It’s not funny. He came over here with an armful of roses. He proposed marriage.” She still couldn’t believe it herself. “And he kissed me.”


    “He kissed you?” Taylor laughed even harder. “I’m sorry. I really am,” she said before she broke into another round of giggles.


    Anna was becoming more and more irritated by the second. “Stop laughing. This is serious!”


    “It is serious. Really. It is.” She heard the smile in Taylor’s voice.


    “Did you know about his little plan?”


    “No. I would’ve told you, Anna. Surely you know that.” Taylor started laughing again. “I knew he might help with the medical and legal bills, but I had no idea about the rest.”


    “What is so funny?” Anna demanded.


    “It’s just that this is so like Clark. He can’t help himself.”


    The doorbell rang. Anna ignored it.


    “Obviously. He’s been meddling in my life since the moment he stepped through the door. All I wanted was a man dressed up as Redhawk. I didn’t expect to get a savior for forty bucks plus costume rental.”


    “He’s trying to help. Since the accident with Jake, he feels guilty about everything. He feels really nasty he caused George to go after you. He can’t help it. He’s a fixer. It’s always been his nature.”


    “I handle my own problems. I don’t need him, or any other man, to help me.”


    “That’s where you’re wrong. Don’t let your trust issues and all the things that have happened in your past cloud your thinking. Not all men are trashs.”


    “They could have fooled me.” Taylor was always trying to get her to work on her trust issues, but she wasn’t ready so she changed the subject. “He mentioned that he never felt like your parents noticed him.”


    “They were too busy with dinner parties and golf at the club. They’re self-absorbed, egotistical. It’s just who they are. My dad can be a really critical jerk, and he was much harder on Clark than he was on me.”


    “Clark seems really hurt about it.”


    “He took it more seriously than I did, probably because I always had him. Even though he’s only a few years older, he’s always looked after me like I was his kid.”


    His drive to make sure Louie didn’t end up with George was beginning to make sense.


    “He shouldn’t have hit the jerk, but it was just a matter of time. You and I both know that. Maybe Clark was the final straw, but if it weren’t him, George would’ve found something else.” After the party, she’d blamed Clark, but in her head, she knew he was trying to get custody of Louie just to save face. It was just another battle in a long war.


    The doorbell rang again. Dang and blast.


    “He’s persistent. I’ll give him that,” Anna said.


    “Why don’t you just listen to his offer? Clark may interfere too much, but he’s a stand-up guy, totally different from George or your father. Just talk to him. I’m positive he can help. You know he always helps me out of scrapes.”


    “I don’t need his help,” Anna said through clenched teeth. “I can do it on my own.”


    If I don’t stand up to George now, when will I?


    “Incredible. You do need help,” Taylor said. “You’re just too proud to admit it.”


    “But if I take his help, I’ll just be admitting that I’m afraid. The goal is to move past that fear, not give into it.”


    “Call Dr. Phil for that trash. Right now, you need to ensure that Louie stays with you. No matter the cost.”


    There was more knocking on the door.


    “I need my keys if I’m going to take that drive,” Clark said through the wood.


    “The solution might not be so bad. He’s a really good problem solver. Maybe a short-term relationship would get Louie out of George’s clutches once and for all. Maybe you’d get lucky for the first time in years.”


    “You two must be drinking the same Kool-Aid. How could marrying Clark not make things worse?”


    “Like I said, he’s a stand-up guy. He feels responsible for the custody motion. Let him help you.”


    “He doesn’t even know me and he wants to marry me. He’s crazy.”


    The knocking stopped and was replaced by yelling. “I can hear you, Anna,” Clark said. “The door isn’t that thick.”


    Incredible. Incredible. Incredible.


    “He’s at the door and he’s heard everything I’ve said,” Anna whispered into the phone. “Dang it.”


    “Let him in.”


    “I need my keys,” Clark bellowed from the other side of the door. “Can you at least hand them out the door?”


    So much for a quiet night with sushi and a movie on Netflix.


    “He’s left his keys in here.”


    “I’m hanging up now. Answer the door. Listen to what he has to say.”


    “Can’t I just hand him the keys through the old mail slot?”


    “Nope.” Taylor disconnected.


    Anna took a deep breath and tucked the phone back into her pocket. “I’m coming,” she called toward the door. “Hold your horses.”


    Clark looked totally calm, as if he hadn’t been banging on the door for the past five minutes. As if she hadn’t called him batshit crazy. Anna stepped back from the door and gestured for him to enter. Even though she didn’t intend to accept help from him or anyone else, he wasn’t going to give up until she heard him out.


    He walked to the coffee table, picked up the roses, opened the door, and tossed the flowers into the front yard.


    Turning to Anna, he smiled. “Can we just start over? Maybe start when I rang the doorbell the first time?”


    “Why not?” She threw up her hands. “Why not just embrace the weirdness?”


    Weirdness didn’t begin to cover what had happened in the last half hour, but it was the only word she could think of to describe it.


    “Good. Here’s the plan. You and I get married. We stay together until custody is decided. We’re probably looking at a few months at the outside. You and Louie move into the cabin with me. I’ll pay the rent on this place so you can cut your cleaning schedule back a bit and be home with Louie. I can add both of you to my health insurance. While we wait for custody to be settled, your landlord will have the time to get rid of the mold. It’s his responsibility anyway. For as long as we’re married, you put all the money you earn, plus any child support George pays you, in the bank. After everything is settled, we file for divorce.”


    The idea of a nest egg was very appealing, and so was the idea of getting rid of the mold. She’d love a clean start, but she didn’t want to be a leech. It wasn’t in her nature. “I could pay the utilities at your house.”


    She couldn’t believe she was actually discussing this cracked plan.


    Clark dismissed that suggestion with a wave. “I’m paying them already. Louie will be in the same school, and with the extra time in the afternoon, you can drive him over to visit his friends in the neighborhood. He’ll be out of school for the summer soon anyway. He can invite his friends over to spend the night. The cabin is only six miles out of town.”


    “Cabin?” Anna asked. It didn’t fit with her idea of architects.


    “Like a mechanic with a car that sputters? Or a house painter with weathered shutters? I’m the cliché, an architect living in a cabin. I have my dream home plans drawn, but I haven’t gotten around to breaking ground yet.”


    “Marriage is a big step.”


    A step I never want to take again.


    “A real marriage is a big step, but this isn’t that complicated. You need a legal marriage, not an emotional one. This is strictly business.”


    “But I need to take care of things on my own,” she said. “Without help from a man.”


    Clark shook his head. “Men aren’t the problem. George is the problem. Let me right the wrong.”


    It still sounded crazy, but the more he talked, the more she saw his point. He wasn’t talking about happily ever after. “In name only?” She wondered if that included conjugal rights and half hoped it did.


    If we’re living as man and wife, why not have a little fun in the process? Who would know the difference?


    “We don’t even know each other. I’m not looking for long term, and I don’t think you are either. It’s just a way to make sure Louie stays where he belongs.” He looked her in the eye, and she tried to ignore the fluttery feeling deep in the pit of her stomach. His eyes were so earnest and so brilliantly green.


    Even though she didn’t know him very well, she was beginning to trust Clark, just a little, but that was more than she could say for any man since George. Maybe it was his resemblance to her best friend, or maybe it was the way he’d immediately tried to take responsibility and make things right. Whatever it was, the idea was growing on her. She could do anything for a few months, and a lighter schedule that allowed her to spend more time with her son would be a dream come true.


    But the reality slammed in to her.


    “I’ll spend all my savings filing for divorce,” Anna muttered. That should have occurred to her before she let her hopes inch up a little. “It always comes down to money I don’t have.”


    “I’ll pay for the legal stuff. Neither of us will contest it, and there’ll be no custody issue. Should be a lot simpler than the last one.”


    “Divorce is the best part of a marriage. It was so freeing the last time. It might be worth another try.”


    “I’m trying to make this right, Anna. In the only way I know.”


    She didn’t know what to say. The fact he was willing to do this, for her and her child, with no strings attached, touched her heart. No one had ever offered her anything without an agenda. With her ex, she’d only gotten her grocery allowance if she’d been willing to have sex with him anytime he wanted. With her parents, they’d only done nice things for her when other people were watching. She didn’t understand his selflessness.


    “But it’s too much.”


    “The only thing I ask is you give me your word that during the divorce you won’t try and take the cabin or half of my assets or future earnings. I want everything to be out in the open. Business arrangements are always better when all the details are spelled out clearly.”


    Anna nodded. “I’ll be happy to sign a prenup.”


    He waved away the suggestion. “That’s not necessary. Your word is more than enough.”


    She’d never met anyone so trusting, so filled with a sense of right and wrong.


    Where were the men like this when I married for real?


    She pulled herself back. Anna knew better than to offer a man, any man, her trust again. It was imperative that she see this for what it was: an arrangement.


    “Tell me what you’re thinking.” Clark’s deep voice was barely above a whisper.


    Anna clasped her hands together and looked at her nails, all different lengths. The cuticles were cracked. Her skin was dry and weathered, making her hands look at least ten years older than the rest of her.


    What was she teaching Louie? She was working fifty hours a week, barely scraping by every month, worrying about every penny. What kind of life was she living?


    Could a few months with Clark make it any worse?


    I’ll have Louie. For good. As soon as that’s settled, I’ll never have to fear that sorry mongrel again.


    She looked up and met his eyes. “For the record, I think you’re bonkers. But if you’re sure you want to offer me this deal, I’d be a fool not to take it.”


    “It would make me feel a lot better about what happened at the party.”


    “Then let’s set the date. Think we have time to send out invitations?”


    Clark laughed. “Church or county courthouse?”


    Anna thought about it for a minute. “A church wedding will look more authentic.”


    “Should we turn the planning over to Taylor?”


    “That sounds like a great idea.” Taylor was the queen of Pinterest. For no apparent reason, she had at least ten boards dedicated to weddings. “Only no—”


    “Roses,” he said, finishing her sentence. “Lesson learned. Before we set the date”—he rose from his seat and pulled a small box from his pocket—“I got this just in case.” He moved closer to Anna and opened the box. “The lady in Bright’s Jewelers said all women like pearls.”


    Inside, nestled in blood-red velvet, was a ring. In the center was a large creamy pearl, flanked on both sides by small sapphires channel set into the white gold band. It was breathtaking, like something a mermaid would wear. “It’s beautiful.”


    “I hope it fits.”


    Anna slid it onto her finger. “Perfectly.” When she looked into his bright-green eyes, she remembered the feel of his lips on hers and wanted to kiss him again, but her shyness won out. “I love it,” she said.


    “It’s yours. No matter what.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Anna never imagined she’d be wearing white and walking down the aisle again.


    At least this time, she’d planned her escape before taking the plunge. Nothing made a wedding day more tolerable than a preplanned divorce.


    She looked in the mirror and frowned. In the week since Clark’s proposal, she’d flipped back and forth several times, totally unsure if she was doing the right thing. She’d wished a dozen times she’d opted for the courthouse ceremony, but in her heart, the church seemed like the right place.


    They had to make this marriage look as real as possible.


    Regardless of how she felt, marrying Clark was the only thing she could do. In only a few minutes, she’d be Mrs. Clark Wainwright. For better or worse.


    In the week since Clark’s proposal, Taylor had taken care of everything.


    She’d rented a small country chapel just outside of Franklyn. While most venues were booked on every spring and summer Saturday until doomsday, Fridays were open. The second Friday in May, today, was their wedding day.


    The church was a tiny, rural chapel with only room to seat fifteen or twenty people, but it was charming and rustic. Nestled in bright silver buckets, Taylor had arranged bright-blue hydrangeas and placed them by the front door and throughout the chapel. She’d hired a violinist from the local college.


    It was going to be the perfect low-key wedding. Anna’s dream wedding. If it were real.


    An old rhyme her grandmother used to say played in her head. Marry in May, rue the day. It was just a superstition, and Anna forced herself to stop repeating it over and over.


    At least there would only be a few people to witness the event. Clark’s parents were out of the country. Anna’s weren’t invited. The guest list included Taylor, the maid of honor, and Clark’s best friend, Jake, who would serve as the best man. The pastor and the violinist bumped the count up to four.


    Louie was with her next-door neighbor, Mrs. Rosemiller.


    From the start, Clark had wanted to include him, but Anna felt differently. The kid had already had enough disappointment in his life, and while this would be a big transition for him, she wanted it to be as easy as possible, and she didn’t want to ramp up his expectations by having him at the wedding.


    It would be too much to explain.


    After all, it was a business deal. An arrangement. Clark felt horrible for what he’d caused and he needed to make amends. Anna needed help making sure her son stayed with her.


    I’ll think of it as a vacation, a little break from reality.


    The deal was clear: get married and live together until the custody issue was settled. During that time, she could save a little money, spend some time with Louie, and the landlord could clean up the house. Six months, at the outside.


    Anna checked her hair and makeup one last time. She didn’t know why she was worried about how she looked. It wasn’t a real marriage, and she hadn’t hired a photographer. The only photos would be on smartphones. No reception was planned. She frowned into the mirror. She should be relieved they were keeping things low key, and she already had an exit plan. But something about the church, the dress, the cozy country chapel made her wish it were real.


    Incredible. The faux romance is getting to me. Ridiculous.


    She should’ve chosen the magistrate. She had no business in a church marrying a man she barely knew, much less loved, but that might have raised some red flags, and in order for this plan to work, it had to look legitimate.


    There was a knock at the door. “Ready for me to help you get into the dress?” Taylor asked.


    Anna opened the door. “I’m ready.”


    Taylor stepped inside and handed her a beautiful bouquet. A mixture of flowers, every color of the rainbow, wrapped in a wide purple ribbon. “Clark sent these. He wanted me to tell you there are no roses. He checked.”


    Anna hadn’t ordered a bouquet. She’d thought about it but it seemed frivolous. Flowers seemed to convey emotion in a complicated way she couldn’t put into words.


    Clark had been thoughtful enough to send her a wedding bouquet. Her heart squeezed. Too bad they’d met under such awful circumstances. Too bad she’d shut Taylor down every time she’d tried to introduce them. Now it was too late. They were entering into a business-only agreement. Despite the trappings, this wedding was for Louie. Period.


    Taylor unzipped the dress and gestured to Anna who walked to the full-length mirror in the corner of the suite. Taylor took the dress off its hanger. “It’s so beautiful. I can’t believe you found it on such a great sale.”


    It was a vintage dress Anna had found at the local thrift store. While Clark had been generous and insisted on paying for everything, she hadn’t been willing to ask him for money to buy a dress.


    A white silk gown, tea length, with a lace over jacket and a bright-blue belt around the waist. It was the best of the 1950s. Anna had felt like Audrey Hepburn when she’d tried it on in the store. Thankfully, the dress was cut for a woman quite a bit shorter than Miss Hepburn and it fit Anna like it was made for her. For less than fifty dollars, she had the dress she would’ve chosen if money had been no object. She had even been able to buy a pair of killer shoes to match without feeling guilty.


    Taylor zipped up the dress and adjusted the shoulders. “You look amazing.”


    Anna smiled at herself in the mirror.


    “So, the dress is the something old and the shoes are the something new.”


    “The belt is something blue,” Anna added.


    “And this,” Taylor said, pulling something from her purse, “is the something borrowed.” She handed Anna a beautiful silver hair clasp. “My mother gave it to me for my eighteenth birthday. She wore it in her wedding to my dad. I thought it would look beautiful with your hair and the dress.”


    Tears welled up in Anna’s eyes. “It’s so beautiful. I’d love to wear it.”


    Anna took the cheap clasp from the Dollar Tree out of her hair and replaced it with Taylor’s. With most of her hair caught in a loose ponytail at the base of her neck, she allowed a few curls to wiggle loose and touch her shoulders.


    “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she said, still looking into the mirror. “It’s almost time.”


    Standing behind Anna, Taylor placed her hands on Anna’s shoulders. “It’s going to be just fine. I promise you. My brother can be nosy and meddlesome, but he’s a good man. I’m glad you’re letting him help you.”


    Anna nodded. “It feels like the right thing.”


    “It is. Who knows? You might even have a little bit of fun.” Taylor gave her an exaggerated, lewd wink. “Now, remember, make the kiss count. The pastor has no idea this isn’t on the up and up.”


    Anna took a deep breath. Kissing Clark wouldn’t exactly be a problem. “I’ll give it my best.”


    “See you later, sis.”


    …


    Anna looked radiant. For the first time in Clark’s life, “beautiful” was too small of a word. She was vibrant, beaming. Everything a woman should be on her wedding day.


    The dress was perfect. Classy, feminine, and tailored to bring attention to her figure. There was nothing fussy about it, no ruffles or bows or shimmery things to take the attention off Anna’s perfect hourglass shape.


    It reminded him of an old black-and-white movie his mother used to watch, Roman Holiday. He smiled at the memory. Even though his mother was mostly his father’s puppet, he did have good memories of spending time with her when his father was out of town. She’d let him crawl into bed with her and watch movies. They’d loved watching Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck fall in love surrounded by the grandeur of Rome.


    “She’s a stunner, Duck,” Jake whispered. “Are you sure you don’t want to marry her for real?”


    “Shhh,” he whispered in answer. He didn’t want anything to ruin this moment. He wanted to remember it exactly as it was. This was very likely his one and only chance at being a bridegroom, and even if it wasn’t the fairy tale, it was powerful. With the marked exception of Jake, all his other friends were married. Some already had kids.


    Clark had always been a fixer. Since the moment Taylor was born, he’d been driven to protect her from the rejection he felt from his parents. After the accident, he felt it was his responsibility to look after Jake. And now, he was getting married as a way to take responsibility for his actions.


    What it would feel like to know the beautiful woman walking down the aisle toward me was going to be beside me every day for the rest of my life?


    What would it feel like to know she loved you? What would it feel like to know you were worthy of her?


    He’d never know the answer to that question. With Jake beside him, the wheels of his chair gleaming in the sunlight streaming through the window of the chapel, Clark knew this was as close as he’d ever get to being a family man. He’d never deserve that title.


    A few of Anna’s curls escaped the hair clasp and touched the white lace covering her shoulders. It was the sexiest and the sweetest thing he’d ever seen.


    Why hadn’t he listened to Taylor when she’d tried to set them up? Before the birthday party? Before the accident?


    He couldn’t think about that now. It was too late in the game. He was doing the right thing, and that was always more important than personal satisfaction or fulfillment. Principle over pleasure. Always.


    It’s a simple business deal. Remember that.


    The closer Anna got to the altar, the more stunning she was. She deserved to be walking down the aisle into the arms of a man who really loved her, really knew her. Clark never imagined doing the right thing could make him feel so lousy.


    The music stopped when Anna reached the altar. She placed her tiny hand in his.


    “Ready?” Clark whispered. She nodded and they both turned to face the pastor.


    Getting married didn’t take long at all. Clark was so focused on the feel of her small hand in his. So mesmerized by her smell, the closeness of her.


    The vows, the exchanging of the rings.


    Just as he was settling into the moment, the pastor said, “You may now kiss your bride.”


    Clark’s heart pounded in his chest.


    My bride.


    He hadn’t realized how big the moment was until it had passed. There was no such thing as just a marriage.


    He turned to face Anna, and she looked up at him as if he were the only man in the world. For the moment, it was too hard to convince himself this wasn’t entirely real. She deserved a kiss worthy of a bride.


    He bent and lightly touched his lips to hers. “You look absolutely beautiful, Anna.”


    “Then you should kiss me.”


    Anna tasted sweet, like champagne and strawberries. Even though he’d kissed her before, this felt totally different.


    Her lips were soft and firm, hot and cool, and the taste of her went straight to his head. He didn’t want to scare her. This kiss might be just a formality, but he didn’t want it to end. Anna seemed hesitant at first, but then she relaxed and kissed back. There was hunger just below the surface, and it was something he definitely wanted to explore.


    Anna was a passionate woman.


    And for the first time since he’d proposed this crazy scheme, Clark was a little scared.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Anna wasn’t sure how Louie was going to take the news.


    She and Clark had agreed that immediately following the ceremony, she’d head home, pick up Louie from next door, and tell him about the move. They’d head over to Clark’s in the morning as soon as they got their personal items packed.


    It might have been the only wedding in history where the bride would be going home alone on her wedding night.


    Even though she understood the marriage was only business, she wasn’t entirely relieved, and mostly because of the kiss.


    It wasn’t what she’d expected. There was plenty of chemistry between her and Clark. If the pastor hadn’t been less than five feet away, they might still be standing there lip-locked.


    The buzz of electricity she’d felt the first time he kissed her in the living room of her house on Florida Street had been a jolt of static compared to the surge of heat that pulsed through her body when he’d kissed her after she’d said I do. He knew how to kiss a woman.


    The thought of her husband kissing another woman made her more than a little jealous. Ridiculous. She had no right to feel anything but gratitude, but as long as she was Mrs. Wainwright, she didn’t want him kissing anyone else.


    He’d tasted like Altoids and man. She licked her lips and shivered just remembering the press of his mouth on hers. The way his palm on her elbow had made goose bumps pop out all over her body. In a good way. The best way.


    That kiss had revealed a lot about their attraction. While their marriage might be one of convenience, the magnetism between them was real. Judging by the bulge she’d felt in his pants, Clark felt the same way.


    The wedding made her bubbly, fizzy. Ready to move on to the next step. The warm May air pouring through the open driver’s side window tickled her face, and for the first time in ages, Anna felt alive.


    As soon as she pulled into her driveway, Louie ran out of Mrs. Rosemiller’s carport and met her in the driveway. Anna waved at her neighbor.


    “Wow, Mama, you look really pretty. Is that a new dress?”


    She stepped out of the car and shut the door. “I got it at the thrift store. Snazzy, huh?” She twirled so the skirt spread out around her.


    His blue eyes were huge. “Very snazzy. Did you clean houses in that today?”


    Anna laughed. “No. I had some business to take care of. Let’s go inside. We need to talk.”


    Louie narrowed his eyes and looked up at her. “Is something wrong, Mama?”


    “Nope. Just an adventure we’re going on.” Anna took his tiny hand in hers and led him toward the front door.


    “I love adventures!” he yelled. He let go of her hand and skipped into the house ahead of her. “Where are we going?”


    “Want a snack before we talk?” She closed the front door and slipped out of her heels.


    Louie climbed onto the sofa and patted the seat beside him. “I can’t wait.”


    Fixing him a snack might have soothed her nerves. She needed to calm down, tamp down the crazy mixture of feelings coursing through her body. Until she’d said I do, she’d been dreading the wedding, but as soon as they exchanged rings, her feelings had shifted. It felt way too much like excitement. Then again, who wouldn’t be a little excited about a short-term marriage to a hot, stand-up guy who was doing his level best to ensure she could keep her son?


    “Mama,” Louie said, tugging on her sleeve. “Tell me about our adventure.”


    “Aunt Taylor has a brother.”


    Louie nodded. “I know. I met him when I spent the night at her house once. He’s super cool. He builds stuff. For his job.”


    Had she been the only person in Franklyn who hadn’t met Clark before the birthday party? Maybe. She’d been busy avoiding him since the first time Taylor had tried to set them up shortly after her divorce was final. Probably a mistake.


    “He lives in a cabin on the outskirts of town, and we’re going to stay with him for a while. The landlord can clean up the house and repaint the walls while we’re gone.” Anna braced herself for some tears and a possible meltdown. Like most kids, he didn’t like change. She was totally unprepared for his reaction.


    “A cabin? Like out in the country?”


    “It’s about six miles out of Franklyn. Near the county line.”


    His eyes widened. “I’ll bet it would be a great place to ride my bike! Can I take my bike?”


    “Sure, you can take whatever you want.”


    “Can we get a dog? Please?” Excitement glimmered in his eyes.


    “I’m not sure a dog is a good idea, especially because we won’t be there forever. Dogs need forever homes.”


    He shrugged. “It was worth a try.”


    “Maybe someday we can get a dog.” She’d been telling him that for at least two years, but the landlord didn’t allow pets, and she couldn’t afford any of the other rentals available in Franklyn.


    “I understand.” The disappointment was familiar to him, and it broke her heart. “This will still be our house?” He pointed an index finger at the floor.


    “Yep, only better.”


    “I’ll still go the same school?” He inched closer to her and she wrapped her arm around his shoulder.


    “You only have two more weeks left in the school year. I’ll drive you to school and pick you up.”


    “What about your job?”


    “That’s the best part: I’m cutting back at work. You and I will get to spend lots of time together.”


    “Yay! When are we going?”


    “We’ll head out there tomorrow.”


    “Can we go now?”


    Anna didn’t know whether to be scared or relieved by Louie’s enthusiasm for the adventure.


    …


    The next morning, Clark showed up with his truck at half past nine. One look at him, and all she could think about was the way his mouth felt on hers, how she fit perfectly against him. He might be her pretend husband, but she wasn’t imagining the way her body reacted to him.


    After a sweep of the house, Anna handed the last box to Clark. “We’ll see you in a few minutes,” she said.


    “Meet you at the cabin,” he replied with a wink. Anna tried not to stare at the ropy muscles of his forearms. She couldn’t believe she was his wife.


    She watched him walk out the front door and admired the way his worn jeans hugged his rear. No doubt he worked out. She’d seen enough in the Redhawk costume to know seeing Clark naked wouldn’t be a disappointment.


    Technically, the two of them hadn’t made “hands off” part of the deal. Anna wasn’t opposed to a little fun with like Clark.


    What could it hurt? We’ve already agreed it’s no strings attached. Why not test the waters?


    Attraction and fear duked it out in the pit of her stomach like two prize fighters.


    Focus. Focus on the move.


    She wished she’d gone to see the cabin before the wedding, but she’d been afraid if she saw it, she might chicken out.


    What if it’s filled with deer heads and hunting rifles?


    In a town like Franklyn, that was a legitimate concern.


    Clark didn’t strike her as a man who would chose those things for his home, but then again, they hadn’t spent a lot of time getting to know each other.


    What if it’s messy? All sweaty socks and dirty dishes?


    She looked around the living room of the small house she and Louie had lived in for five years. It wasn’t exactly a palace. It didn’t have a decorating theme, unless thrift store chic was the new thing. Nothing about the place would ever be on Pinterest. But it was home. And it was clean. From the Goodwill sofa to the dining room table with mismatched chairs, it was theirs, and she was going to miss it.


    Louie ran past her and did a loop through the kitchen. “Can we go, Mama? Can we go now?”


    Never in a million years would have she predicted Louie would be this jacked up about the move. She’d have bet he’d be sad, insecure. He’d never been a child that did well with change. But he was more excited about the cabin than he’d ever been about anything else. Anna was conflicted. While she was glad Louie was looking forward to the adventure, she didn’t want him to get attached. This was only temporary.


    “Let’s jet,” she said.


    “All right!” Louie shouted. He followed her to the car and hopped into his booster seat while she placed a tote bag filled with everything they might need immediately in the front passenger seat.


    Her son chattered all the way to Clark’s. He asked questions about everything. How many bedrooms? Did Clark have a dog? A cat? Could he play outside? Did the bathroom have a tub and a shower?


    Anna was exhausted by the time she pulled into the driveway.


    The cabin was charming, constructed of logs the color of perfectly steeped Earl Grey tea. The flowers surprised her. They were everywhere. Lush beds of vibrant color. Pansies, snapdragons, fuchsias in hanging baskets. It was cozy and restful, like something off one of the jigsaw puzzles her grandmother used to put together on one corner of the kitchen table.


    Louie climbed from his seat and ran straight for the front door.


    “Wait,” she called, but it was too late. He was already opening the screen door.


    “Hey, Mr. Clark,” Louie said as passed by him on his way into the house.


    Clark came out to help her with the stuff in her car. She caught a whiff of his cologne as he brushed past her.


    “Sorry he didn’t knock. He’s pretty excited.”


    Clark smiled, revealing his dimples. “No need to knock. He lives here now.”


    Anna handed him a tote bag. “I know it’s going to be hard to get used to a little kid being around all the time, especially when you’re used to having the place all to yourself.”


    “This place needs some excitement. Let’s get you two unpacked.” When they got inside, he asked, “Want the nickel tour?”


    “I’m going to explore the yard.” Louie ran down the stairs and back through the screened door.


    “He’ll be fine. There’s nothing out here but us,” Clark said, patting her on the shoulder. “I have four acres and I keep the grass mowed. Fewer snakes that way. There is a small creek, but it’s only a couple of inches deep.”


    “This place is little-boy heaven.”


    She followed Clark into the kitchen. It was galley style with gleaming stainless-steel appliances and granite counters. An island in the middle had an extra sink. “This is beautiful,” she said. “I expected rustic, but this is quaint and charming.” The design told her so much about Clark. It was open, warm, and clutter free.


    Clark laughed. “It’s a small place, but I have a few creature comforts, even internet. Let me show you the rest of it.”


    The pine floors gleamed. Not a speck of dust to be seen anywhere.


    There was a comfortable den with overstuffed plaid sofas and a large flat-screen television. All the pillows were fluffed and placed perfectly.


    Her anxiety about the sweaty socks and dirty dishes were diminishing room by room.


    A screened porch ran the length of the back of the house. The dark rattan furniture was perfect for curling up with a good book, not that she’d had the time to do that lately, but maybe with a lighter schedule, she could catch up on some of her favorite series.


    “The hot tub is nice after a long day.” Clark pointed to the covered tub in the back corner of the porch.


    Hot tub. She’d often wished for one, especially when her arms and legs were sore from spring cleaning someone’s house. “It’s almost big enough to swim in,” she said.


    She imagined how great the water would feel after a day scrubbing floors and wiping down counters.


    “The best part is that way out here, no one cares if you wear a bathing suit.”


    “Oh, yeah? Skinny-dipping in the hot tub?” Her face heated. She’d love to see Redhawk in the buff.


    “If you’re really sweet, I might let you put bubbles in it.” Since the wedding, they’d both relaxed, and it was easy to be with Clark. “To hide the good parts.”


    “I thought that ruined the tub.”


    “Not if you have air jets like this one.”


    “Superheroes sure know how to live.”


    He winked at her. “You’ve got that right. Let’s go back inside. I’ll show you the rest.”


    Up a narrow flight of stairs, there was a small loft furnished with a leather office chair, a computer, and a drawing board. “I like to work up here sometimes. The vibe is more peaceful than my downtown office.”


    Framed baseball memorabilia covered the walls. In the corner, Anna noticed a collection of baseball bats. “You’re a fan?”


    He nodded. “All those bats are signed. I’ve collected them for more than twenty years. I keep meaning to find a way to display them properly.”


    Anna smiled. “Louie loves baseball, too.”


    “Does he play?”


    She shook her head. “Just in the backyard. His dad feels like he should concentrate on football. And I don’t really know enough about sports to teach him very much.”


    “I’d love to show him a few things.”


    “He’d like that. He’s a huge Braves fan.”


    Clark winced. “I can’t get away from them.”


    “Who?”


    “The Braves. Everyone is a blasted Braves fan.”


    “You’re not?”


    “I hate the Braves. Abhor them. Detest them.”


    There was a lot of passion in his voice, so much that she wondered if there was more to the story. “Who do you like?”


    He pointed to the red C on his baseball cap. “The Cubs.” He looked off into the distance. “Let me show you the bathroom and the bedrooms.”


    Anna followed Clark down the stairs from the attic and through a short hallway.


    “Here’s the bathroom,” he said, flipping on the light.


    It was tiny. A small pedestal sink, a toilet, and a shower stall. No cabinets, no linen closet. Like an RV bathroom, it was fine for one person, but crowded for two.


    “I cleaned out half the medicine cabinet. Feel free to put your stuff in there.”


    “Thanks.” She’d need to buy some plastic bins. Just her scented lotions would fill that space.


    “And here are the bedrooms.” He stood in the hallway and pointed to the two doors opposite each other. “That one’s mine, and Louie can have the one of the left.”


    Anna stepped into the room. With a twin bed on one wall and a small desk on the other, it was perfect for her son. A large window looked out onto the backyard, and she saw Louie running, a large stick in one hand. “He’ll love it here.”


    “He can change it around if he wants. Put posters on the walls.”


    Louie had been begging to tape his new Redhawk poster on the wall. Putting it up here might make the room feel more like home. “He’ll be thrilled.”


    “And your room,” Clark said, leading her out of the room and to the end of the hall, “is right here.”


    When he opened the door, she gasped. It was the bedroom she’d always dreamed of. Painted a soft yellow and everything in it—from the chaise lounge in the corner to the throw pillows on the window seat—looked soft and comfortable. In the center of the room was a brass bed covered with an intricate patchwork quilt. “The quilt is gorgeous.”


    “My grandmother made it. My mother was going to send it to the Goodwill. I couldn’t bear to see it go, so I grabbed it, along with most of the other stuff in here.”


    Anna walked to the bed and ran her finger along one of the squares of the quilt. “I love this room. Thank you,” she said. “For everything.”


    “I hope the two of you will feel at home here. I’m right across the hall if you need anything.”


    As their eyes met, something sparked between them. Anna’s face flushed. She wondered if Clark felt it, too. She was a little disappointed she wouldn’t be sharing a bedroom with her husband. Even though they’d both agreed they’d sleep separately for Louie’s sake, she couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to crawl into bed next to him, especially if she pretended he were Redhawk A delicious shiver raced through her.


    What would his skin feel like brushing against mine?


    The temperature in the cabin rose, even though Anna heard the buzz of the air conditioner.


    “Who do you want to unpack first?”


    “I’ll get Louie’s stuff squared away.”


    “Need help?”


    She shook her head. “I’ve got it. Thanks.”


    She needed help with this growing attraction to her husband, and Clark was only making that worse.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    By the time they’d eaten dinner and settled Louie into his new bedroom for the night, Clark was tired. He spent most of his time alone, and while he was glad to help Anna and Louie, he was a bit overwhelmed at the amount of noise and chaos they created.


    “Ready to call it a night?” he asked Anna. He picked up his empty wineglass and took it into the kitchen. “Louie is already asleep.”


    Anna was cleaning glitter from the coffee table. As soon as he’d explored the cabin, he’d begged to make a sign for the door of his new room. With the art project finished, Anna was cleaning every shimmery sliver off the table and hardwood floor. Her black hair shone in the lamplight and reminded him of a crow’s wing. “Ready. I have a crazy day tomorrow. I’ll drop Louie at Mrs. Rosemiller’s on my way to work.” She yawned. “The wine made me super sleepy.”


    “Tomorrow’s Sunday. Surely you don’t work on Sunday.”


    “I work anytime I can,” she said. “I usually do this house on Monday, but they’re having a party tomorrow night. They want it to look nice. It will only take me a couple of hours.”


    Clark hadn’t worked on Sunday since college. Saturday either. He felt a twinge of sympathy for Anna. She was so dedicated, so focused on making a good life for her son and herself. If anyone deserved a break, it was her. “Louie can stay here if he wants. Get used to the place.”


    “I don’t want to burden you, Clark. You’ve done so much already.”


    “It’s no trouble.”


    “He can stay with Mrs. Rosemiller tomorrow. Then, once the two of you know each other a little better, I’d love it if you did some guy things with him.”


    He nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Good night.”


    His heart did something strange. For a moment, he allowed himself the opportunity to imagine the marriage was a real one. Was this something he could do every night? Forever?


    The answer scared him.


    There was no reason to go down that road. This setup was not even close to forever. It was a simple arrangement, a way for him to turn one of his wrongs into a right. Except with Louie safely tucked in his bed and Anna on the sofa, it felt natural, like something he’d always wanted.


    No matter how much I want it, I’ll never deserve it.


    “Night.” Anna turned and looked at him. “I’m going to finish this up and then I’m headed to bed myself.”


    Her cheeks were flushed and rosy. He briefly wondered what the wine would taste like on her lips. “Okay.”


    Clark headed down the hall and into the bathroom. He stripped down to his boxers and grabbed his toothbrush from the rack. Just as he started to floss, he heard a loud sneeze, and then someone jogging down the hall. The bathroom door, which he’d left a little ajar, flew open, and the knob hit him squarely on the hip.


    “I’m so sorry,” Anna said. She was holding her finger over one eye. “But I need some eye drops. I have glitter in my eye.”


    He dropped the floss into the trash and put his hands on her shoulders. “Sit here,” he said, guiding her to the toilet. “Let me look. Move your finger.”


    She moved her finger and struggled to open her squinted eye. “Can you see it?”


    Clark leaned down and placed his finger on her eyelid. “Yep. It’s green. Let me grab some solution and flush it out.” From the medicine chest over the sink, he took a bottle of the saline he used for his contacts. “Lean your head back.” He put a couple of drops into her eye. The tiny piece of glitter floated to the side and he used his thumb to rub it away. “There. Better?”


    She was looking up at him, one eye red and teary, the other clear and bright blue. Something passed between them. Electricity. Heat. Anticipation. As if there was a rubber band stretched between them and it was about to snap. “Much better,” Anna said. “Thanks.”


    They were so close their knees touched. “Good. Let me look once more and just make sure that was the only piece.”


    Clark tried to ignore her smell, all cherry blossoms and girly powder. He tried not to notice the softness of her skin against the tip of his index finger, but it wasn’t easy to hide his attraction. Boxer shorts weren’t exactly concealing.


    Satisfied she was glitter free, he knelt in front of her. “You’re clear.”


    “Thanks,” she said, her gaze never leaving his. “I’m sorry I shoved into the bathroom like that.”


    He shook his head. “No big deal. We are married after all.”


    He meant it as a lighthearted joke, but the way she looked at him, the heat in the tiny room, the obvious attraction between the two of them, made it feel heavier. Made it feel real.


    Before he even knew what was happening, his lips were on hers. This time, Anna kissed back like she meant it. His first thought was, I never want to stop kissing her. She tasted like honey and wine and desire. He slid his tongue into her mouth and grew even more aroused when he heard her breath catch. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer.


    Anna nibbled his bottom lip, and the sensation made him even harder. He threaded his arms under hers and pulled her to a stand, never breaking the kiss. Her body was soft, curvy, and warm and fit against his perfectly. He ran his fingers through her coal-black curls, pulling her closer.


    She ran her fingers down the length of his arms, causing him to shiver.


    He inched her backward until her back was against the wall. She wrapped one leg around his waist and pulled him toward her. The cotton of her shirt rubbed against his chest, making him long for skin-to-skin contact. “I want to feel you.” After tugging at the hem, he shimmied the blouse upward. “My goodness, you’re perfect.” Her lacy bra was cotton candy pink. Trailing one finger down along the curve of her breast, he said, “Pink is definitely your color.”


    “You should see me in red.”


    “I wouldn’t turn down the opportunity.”


    Anna moaned and kissed him more deeply.


    Hot. Sexy. Uninhibited. There was nothing sweet about the kiss. Even if their marriage was a sham, this passion wasn’t.


    As Anna pulled away, Clark ran his tongue along the length of her neck and relished the way her whole body shivered and the way she clung to him.


    The woman in his arms needed more than a safe place for her son.


    She needed sex. Sweaty, hot, and totally uninhibited.


    Abruptly, Anna pulled away, her eyes wide. “Clark, I…I…” She blushed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. I had no idea glitter in the eye would be so irresistible.”


    “Maybe it wasn’t the glitter. Maybe it was you.”


    “You think?” Her eyes sparkled.


    “There’s no good reason to sleep alone.” The bathroom was so small he could touch her without fully extending his arm. “Especially when you’re married.”


    “We’re adults.” Her voice was low and sultry, and he couldn’t tell if she was trying to convince him or herself.


    When they’d agreed on the arrangement, neither of them had really addressed sex. “You’re okay with—”


    “We’ve already decided there are no strings attached. A little fun couldn’t hurt, right?”


    He took her hand. It was small and delicate, and he loved the way her fingers laced through his. “Come with me.” He led her down the hall and into his bedroom. After closing the door behind her, he took her hands in his and looked into her eyes. “You’re okay with this?”


    Instead of answering, she placed her hands behind his neck and pulled his lips to hers.


    My goodness, she’s delicious.


    She slipped her tongue into this mouth and betrayed her want. “It’s more than okay,” she whispered against her lips.


    In response, she unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. She ran both hands along his shoulders and down his chest. She never broke eye contact with him as she explored his body. “I want this, too.”


    That was all it took. He edged her toward the bed, his lips pressed to hers. “I want to see all of you.”


    She hooked one finger under the shoulder strap of her bra and slowly moved it to the side. He ran his thumb over a pebbled nipple while he bent to kiss the top of her breast.


    “Your skin is flawless.” He loved the way her breath hitched as he ran a fingertip along the line between her breasts. “You’re gorgeous,” he said, sliding the other strap of her bra to the side. Her skin was like silk, soft and smooth, and he wanted to feel every inch of it against his own. “Get undressed.”


    “I like a man who’s direct.” She shimmied out of her shorts and panties, and then stood in front of him.


    He pulled her close to him, reveling in the feel of her naked breasts pressed against his chest. He rubbed slow, lazy circles on her back with his fingertips until she looked up at him.


    “That feels wonderful,” she said.


    “That’s just the beginning.”


    Their lips met again, but this time the heat was immediate. Anna’s kiss belied her hunger, the want in her, and Clark was happy to oblige. After slipping off his clothes, he guided her to the bed. Her black curls spread out on the white pillow case. “Since the moment I saw you in that short denim skirt, the one you wore to Louie’s birthday party, I couldn’t stop wondering if I’d ever get to see you like this.”


    “I hope I didn’t disappoint,” she whispered.


    “Not at all,” he said. “Want me to show you what I really think?”


    Anna giggled. “I’d like that.”


    He took one nipple in his mouth, and she gasped. After giving the same treatment to the other, he looked up at her. Her eyes were closed, her head tipped back. The line of her neck was so erotically feminine. He traced it with this tongue, savoring the flavor of her skin.


    She moaned and arched her back. “I want you.” She writhed against him. “I don’t want to wait.”


    He ran the tip of his index finger between her breasts, over her belly button, and between her legs. “You’re one bossy minx.”


    His voice sounded closer to Redhawk’s than his own.


    Clark grabbed a condom from the top drawer of the bedside table, slipped it on, and then he was inside her. He thrust slowly at first, enjoying the tight feel of her around him. She dug her nails into his rear, urging him to pump faster. He was so turned on that it didn’t take much encouragement.


    Just as her muscles contracted, he felt his own release.


    Afterward, he rolled onto his side and pulled her closer to him. “Was that okay?”


    Without opening her eyes, she smiled. “Not sure. I might need another demonstration.”


    …


    The next week, Anna finished her cleaning job early, motivated by the gorgeous and breezy weather. After packing her supplies in the trunk of the car, she rolled down the windows, opened the sunroof, and breathed in the scents of lilac trees filling the neighborhood.


    Since the first night in the cabin, she and Clark had made love nearly every night.


    Sometimes it was sweet, other times it was red-hot.


    She turned onto Florida Street and drove past her house. The grass had been recently mowed, no doubt something Clark had arranged. While she missed the place, she’d been really happy living at the cabin.


    I could get used to it, if only for the perks.


    After a quick stop at Mrs. Rosemiller’s to pick up Louie, Anna drove toward the cabin.


    “Did you have a good day?” She looked in the rearview mirror at her son.


    “Mrs. Rosemiller made breakfast for snack. We had pancakes and bacon.”


    “That sounds wonderful. Did you clean your plate?”


    “I even asked for seconds.” He gripped his Redhawk figure in one hand and met her eyes in the mirror. “I wish I could have pancakes every day.”


    When they pulled into the driveway, Clark was lying in the hammock flipping through a magazine. Louie bolted out of the car—and with his toy in one hand—ran across the grass, zipping and zooming, as he narrated the superhero’s latest adventure.


    “Have a good morning?” Clark asked, sitting up and tossing the magazine on the ground. He flashed a smile at her, and her heart beat a little faster.


    Anna nodded. “The clients weren’t home, so it was nice and quiet. It’s still early. Let’s take Louie and do something outside.”


    “Ever been to Max Patch?”


    Max Patch was a bald mountain on the Tennessee-North Carolina border only about forty-five minutes from Franklyn. With no trees, the grass was broken by large boulders. She’d heard Taylor mention the incredible views several times, and she’d seen plenty of postcards, but she’d never found the time to go herself. “No,” she answered. “But I’ve always wanted to.”


    “Let’s pack some snacks and take my truck.” He took her hand and led her into the cabin.


    In the kitchen, Clark grabbed a soft-sided cooler from underneath the counter and filled it with bottled water, a few apples, and some protein bars. Anna tossed in some cheese sticks she’d brought from her house. They were Louie’s favorite snack. From the linen closet, he grabbed a flat sheet.


    “Ready?” Clark asked.


    “Yep,” Anna said.


    After transferring the booster seat from Anna’s car into Clark’s truck, they set off toward Hot Springs and Max Patch. The trees, finally green after a long winter that didn’t want to let go of the mountains, were the color of Granny Smith apples. Louie busied himself in the backseat with a Redhawk coloring book.


    They passed through the small town of Hot Springs and turned onto Highway 209. The road was a series of switchbacks, but Clark handled the truck as if it were an extension of his body. Over his shoulder, Anna kept an eye on the speedometer. Clark never pushed the truck above the speed limit. He drove so carefully it was almost as if he were in some sort of trance. By the time they got to the small parking area near the top of Max Patch, Louie was squirming and ready to stretch his legs.


    Clark grabbed the cooler and they walked up the short path that led to the top of the mountain. Louie skipped ahead, weaving on and off the paved path. The air was cooler up here. Anna took deep breaths and filled her lungs with the clean mountain air.


    Even though she’d grown up in the Blue Ridge Mountains, the view still took her breath away. Standing on top of the world, in the bright May sunshine, she saw Tennessee to the west, and when she turned and faced east, North Carolina. They were the only people around, and Anna reveled in the freedom of having the place all to themselves.


    “I can’t believe I’ve never been here,” she said. Clark stood behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder. “It’s just beautiful.”


    “I thought you’d like it.” He spread out the sheet and placed the cooler on one corner. “Want to have a seat and just enjoy the view?” He sat in the middle and Anna sat beside him. “Wine?”


    “You packed a bottle?”


    “Thought you might enjoy a glass.”


    “Thanks, I’d love that.”


    Clark poured the chardonnay into a plastic Solo cup and passed it to her.


    “Want to share?”


    He shook his head. “I’m driving.”


    “Thanks,” she said. “It’s nice to have a break from being the only driver.” It was so considerate of him. She couldn’t think of a single time a man had put her comfort before his own.


    It’s only a vacation. Don’t get too used to it.


    Anna sipped her wine as Louie zipped back and forth across the wide patch of grass on top of the mountain.


    “Hey, Louie,” Clark called. “Want me to play the Blot?”


    Louie skipped to a stop right in front of them. “You’d do that?”


    “Sure. Just tell me what to do.”


    Louie looked up at him in awe. “We’re in Capital City, and you’re trying to find my hideout.”


    Clark nodded. “Then I should give you a bit of a head start, huh?”


    “Count to thirty.”


    “Will do.”


    “And close your eyes,” Louie insisted.


    Clark placed his hands over his eyes, spread his fingers and watched until Louie ran behind one of the large boulders. Continuing to count, he took his hands off his eyes and looked down at Anna. His grin was devilish and made him even sexier. “It’s fun to play the good guy and the bad boy.”


    The wine had relaxed her, and when she looked up at Clark, she couldn’t fight the magnetic pull of him. She hooked her index finger in his and rose. The nearness of him made her heart race. From his gravelly voice to his bright-green eyes, everything about him turned her on. “I like the bad boy, too,” she said.


    He turned his head and yelled. “Louie, I’m going to silently count to a hundred so you can find the best hiding spot.”


    And then his lips were on hers. He placed his hands on the back of her neck, and the smell of him flooded her senses.


    I can’t keep my hands, or my lips, off this man. What is wrong with me?


    When his hard-on pressed against her, all her questions vanished, and she moaned, remembering the feel of him inside her. Clark nibbled at her lower lip and the taste of him, coupled with the sweet tang of the wine, was incredibly erotic.


    “Think it’s been a hundred yet?” he whispered against her lips.


    “Fifty at most,” she answered. She slid her tongue in his mouth and ran her palms across the top of his shoulder. He placed his hands in the back pocket of her jeans.


    “It’s been a hundred. Can we finish this tonight?”


    Anna opened her eyes and looked into his. “Think you’ll still be in the mood?”


    “Absolutely no doubt.” His green eyes glimmered with heat. After he gave her a light tap on the rear, he set off to find Redhawk’s hideout.


    Anna sat on the grass and watched him. Only a couple of days into her marriage of convenience, and she was already growing more and more attracted to him. On top of the heat she felt every time he was in the room, she liked him. She poured herself another glass of wine and fantasized about what was going to happen after they put Louie to bed tonight.


    A few minutes later, the boys shot out from behind one of the large rocks. Louie was running, and Clark wasn’t far behind him. Both of them were laughing, loving the chase. It was what she’d always wanted for Louie, and it broke her heart that it was only temporary. Her arrangement with Clark was only designed to keep custody of her son. It wasn’t a long-term thing, and even though Louie needed this kind of male role model in his life, she couldn’t ask that of Clark. She’d already taken too much.


    I just have to see it for what it is. A way to keep custody of my son and have a little fun at the same time.


    “I’m closing in on you,” Clark said.


    Louie giggled and tried to run even faster. He stumbled and fell into the grass a few feet from Anna, and Clark fell beside him. They tumbled around, tickling, laughing, and jabbing each other. Eventually, they both ran out of steam and fell onto their backs, wide smiles on their faces.


    “Having fun?”


    “The most fun ever!” Louie declared.


    Anna’s chest felt too small to hold her heart.


    Clark scooted closer to her and placed his hand on her knee. “Pretty good day, huh?”


    “This is a magical place. Thanks for bringing us up here,” Anna said. It was the best day she’d had in ages. She hadn’t worried about money once, and she’d been able to spend time with her son on top of a beautiful mountain. The setting sun painted the sky in brilliant oranges and gold, making the mountain appear dusky purple. “I had a great afternoon.”


    Clark put his arm around her shoulders. “I know you’re used to working all the time, but while we’re together, I want you to take some time for yourself.”


    “Thank you. For everything.” Before she realized what she was doing, she was leaning into him again. She was about to kiss him when Louie’s voice brought her back to reality.


    “Mom.”


    “What, baby?”


    Still on his back in the grass, Louie said, “Redhawk and the Blot are tired.” He pointed to Clark. “It’s not easy to save humanity.”


    “Let’s pack up everything and head back toward the cabin,” she said.


    Clark rose and offered her his hand. “Get him settled. I’ll take care of the trash.”


    Back at the truck, Anna wrapped the picnic sheet around Louie so he could fall asleep on the ride home. “You know the only thing that could’ve made this day better?” Louie asked.


    Anna handed him Redhawk. “What?”


    “If I’d had a puppy to bring along.”


    By the time they reached the town of Hot Springs, Louie was asleep. “He really wants a dog, huh?” Clark asked.


    “He’s been begging for one since he started kindergarten, but not only would my landlord have a fit, I just don’t have time to take care of a dog. Maybe when he’s a little older and he can take more responsibility.”


    “That’s too bad. Every little boy needs a dog. We always had dogs when I was growing up. I loved all of them, but Sasquatch was my favorite.”


    “Sasquatch? There’s got to be a story there.” She’d heard Taylor mention the dog, saying he was always chewing something up, digging holes, and getting into trouble. He was the main reason Taylor was a cat person.


    Clark’s eyes briefly left the road and met hers. “I was nine, firmly in the monsters stage of boyhood, when a puppy wandered into the yard. He was a mutt, probably a cross between a German shepherd and a Lab, and even at only a few weeks old, he was huge and shaggy. I loved him instantly.”


    Anna had never had a dog of her own, but she loved animals. “Your parents let you keep him without a big fight?”


    “No. It was a huge fight. They preferred pedigreed dogs, mostly springers and setters, expensive ones my dad took bird hunting once or twice a year. I hated seeing those dogs stuck in a pen just waiting for his pleasure.”


    “How did you talk them into letting you keep Sasquatch?”


    “Begged and begged until they were so exhausted they had to give in.”


    “Why did you love him so much?”


    “He loved me unconditionally, and I really needed that.” He took one hand off the wheel and rubbed his chin. “He was my best friend.”


    “Taylor seems to think he was a menace.”


    “He was,” Clark said with a laugh. “He ruined my parents’ backyard, several pairs of nice shoes, and a truckload of pillows. Taylor’s probably still mad that he ate her lip gloss. All of it.”


    “Probably. She’s pretty serious about her makeup.”


    “Always has been. I replaced the stuff with my allowance money, but she never forgave Sasquatch.”


    Louie murmured in his sleep, and Anna swiveled in her seat to check on him. He was the most perfect thing she’d ever seen, and she wanted him to have everything she hadn’t. Including a childhood filled with love and attention. Protecting him from George was at the top of that list. Nothing would say real family like a puppy. But then again, what would happen to the dog when she moved back to Florida Street? She turned back to Clark and put her hand over his. “Let’s talk more about it later.”


    Clark’s face lit up, like he was the kid who might be getting a puppy. “At least there’s a chance.”


    …


    Clark woke slowly, Anna’s naked body snuggled close to his. It felt so right, he was afraid to open his eyes.


    “Mmmm,” she murmured. “I have to get moving.”


    He kissed her neck and ran his index finger in a lazy circle around one of her nipples, making it go diamond-hard. His toe responded immediately. “Already?”


    She playfully elbowed him. “You’re going to make me late. Again.”


    “It will be worth it. Let’s make it three tardies in as many weeks.”


    “Nope. Mrs. Wilson waits for me with watch in hand.” She rose and slipped into her robe. “See you at breakfast.”


    By the time Clark was dressed, Louie was halfway through his Cheerios.


    “Ready for school, buddy?” he asked, ruffling the kid’s hair as he passed on the way to grab a cup of coffee.


    “We have PE today. That’s my favorite,” he said between two slurps of milk.


    “Only a few more days until summer break, huh?”


    “Yeah. Then I have to go to my dad’s more often.”


    “You’ll have fun.” Clark heard the false note in Anna’s voice.


    Louie shrugged. “He yells a lot.”


    Clark’s heart squeezed. Louie was a good kid, well-behaved with great manners. Clark had yet to see anything that required yelling. “Maybe it’s just his way. My dad yelled a lot, too.”


    “He did?” Louie swished his spoon around in his cereal.


    “Yep. I hated the way it made me feel.”


    “It scares me. Even when he’s not yelling about something I did, he still makes me nervous.”


    “Have you talked to him about it?” Clark sat in the chair opposite and took a sip of his coffee.


    “He’s not a very good listener.”


    “I’m so sorry.” The urge to punch George again rose up in him, but he knew that would only make matters worse. He’d have to find another way to beat the mongrel.


    After breakfast, Louie and Anna left the house and Clark went upstairs to his office. It was time to make sure George didn’t do anything crazy to get custody of Louie. Jake had mentioned George wasn’t a stranger to trouble and wasn’t afraid to grease the wheels of justice when necessary.


    Maybe that meant he had a few secrets no one knew about, secrets that might cool his jets permanently.


    He texted Jake.


    Any info on George’s priors?


    A few minutes later, his phone pinged.


    Mostly drunk and disorderly. One fight that landed him the hospital. Ask Taylor. Maybe she’s talking to YOU.


    Nothing happened in Franklyn or at the hospital that Taylor didn’t know about. In the years she’d worked there as a physical therapist, she’d built an incredible network of friends and allies. If she didn’t have an answer, she could get one usually within a couple of hours.


    Thx. Will ask her. She’s not talking to you?


    No. I missed a doctor’s appointment and she’s pissed.


    Clark had no idea why the two of them weren’t already together. It was obvious they were in love with each other, but neither of them could see it. It worried him that Jake had missed the appointment, too, but it wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have via text.


    Need anything? He texted back.


    I’m cool.


    Will stop by later.


    K.


    If George had been in a fight that required medical care, maybe it was something Willa could use in the custody battle. But before he brought it up, he needed more information. He fired up his laptop and did an internet search of local private investigators. He’d never had cause to hire one, but after seeing Louie and Anna together over the past few days, he was more convinced than ever he needed to make sure George didn’t separate them.


    The PI might find nothing, but in Clark’s mind, it was worth a few greenbacks to give it a shot.


    After deciding on an investigator, he made the call. The PI agreed to take the case, and Clark arranged to drop a check off at the man’s office. He leaned back in his chair and exhaled. He felt much better knowing that someone would be keeping an eye on the abusive mongrel.


    Since Anna wouldn’t expect him home for a few of hours, he decided it was the perfect time to head over to Jake’s apartment. He stopped by the grocery store and filled a cart with some things Jake might need—milk, bread, eggs, and sliced turkey. At the last minute, he threw in a bag of Doritos.


    With the grocery bags and milk in his hands, he tapped on the door of his best friend’s apartment with the tip of his shoe. When he didn’t hear Jake moving around inside, he placed the bags on the concrete and rang the doorbell. Still nothing.


    He’d asked Jake for a key several times, just in case, but Jake had refused every time, citing the need for privacy, as if the two of them had any real secrets from each other. He stepped backward and looked into the parking lot. Jake’s van was in the handicapped spot. Maybe he was sleeping.


    Clark pulled his phone from his hip and texted Jake. Finally, after more than ten minutes, he heard the deadbolt on the door click.


    “What’s up?” Jake looked terrible, like he hadn’t showered in days. His skin was greyish and pale and he had a faraway look in his eyes. He made no move to clear the doorway so Clark could get past him with the groceries.


    “I got you some chips and stuff,” Clark answered, holding one of the bags in his hand.


    Jake reached for it. “Thanks.


    “Can I bring the rest inside?”


    Jake hesitated but finally wheeled backward. “I guess.”


    In all the years Clark had known Jake, he’d never seen him like this. His best friend was the kind of guy who usually bounced back quickly. Whether it was from heartbreak or a setback at work, he was a driven person with a sunny disposition. The man in front of him barely resembled the Jake he’d known for more than twenty years.


    Why wasn’t I the one who ended up in a wheelchair? At least that would’ve been fair.


    Clark picked up the bags and walked into the apartment. It was a wreck. Beer bottles and food packages were everywhere. It smelled terrible, like the garbage hadn’t been taken out in a long time. All the blinds were closed, and even on this bright, sunny early summer day, it was cool and dark inside.


    “How long has it been since you’ve cleaned the place?” Clark asked.


    Jake wheeled himself into a corner of the living room and focused on the television. “A while.”


    He’d always been neat and liked for his things to be squared away. The state of the apartment shocked Clark. Guilt, a familiar companion, stabbed him in the heart again. He should’ve been checking on his best friend more often. Instead, he’d been busy with Anna and Louie, and he’d let his responsibility to Jake slip.


    I should be helping him, not playing house with Anna and letting it screw with my head.


    Clark took the groceries to the kitchen and started putting them away. “Have you been anywhere this week?” he asked through the pass-through into the living room.


    “Nope,” Jake answered, his eyes never leaving the television.


    “Why did you miss your doctor’s appointment?”


    “Forgot about it.”


    “That sounds like trash.”


    “Give it a rest, Duck. Incredible. Taylor has already chewed my rear. I won’t miss another one, okay?”


    Clark knew he wasn’t going to get anywhere by pushing harder. “Want to come out to the cabin this weekend? Maybe we can catch a game.”


    “Thanks, but I’m okay.”


    When Clark finished putting the food away, he grabbed a couple of trash bags from under the sink and began cleaning up the place.


    “I’ll hire someone to come over a couple times a week to help you clean up. You can’t live like this.” He opened the blinds in the living room, and Jake winced.


    “I don’t need help. I just haven’t gotten around to cleaning up. Incredible, Duck. Is that a crime?” He shook his head and sank deeper into his wheelchair. He cranked up the volume on the television and went back to ignoring Clark.


    By the time Clark finished, all the trash had been taken to the dumpster, the carpet had been vacuumed, and the kitchen had been wiped down. Jake was still actively ignoring him. On the way out the front door, he paused and looked at his friend.


    I have to do something.


    …


    At Clark’s insistence, Anna had given up most of her cleaning jobs. She worried constantly about what she’d do when the custody case was settled. Although, it was nice to have a vacation from the backbreaking work and it was wonderful not to feel the constant financial pressure she’d lived with for so many years, this wasn’t forever. As soon as the custody case was settled, she and Louie would be back to the house on Florida Street, and she’d have to find a way to support them. In addition to keeping in touch with all of her clients, she regularly combed the internet for job listings. Maybe, in the time it took to settle custody, she could find something with regular hours and benefits.


    Life with Clark is just a temporary fairy tale. I have to be prepared for the inevitable ending.


    She was stirring the pot of pasta on the stove when Clark came through the front door. “How was your day?” One look at her husband, and she knew something was wrong. In the short time they’d been together, she’d learned to read his moods and expressions. “I’ll meet you on the back porch. Beer or whiskey?”


    “Whiskey,” he answered, tossing his keys and cell phone onto the counter.


    Anna dropped a couple of ice cubes and some bourbon into a glass and took it outside. Clark was slumped in a chair watching Louie through the screen. She handed him the glass. “Do you want to talk about it?”


    He took a slug of the amber liquid. “It’s Jake.”


    Anna sat down in the chair next to him. “What’s going on with him?”


    “I went by his place today to drop off some groceries, and the place was a pigsty. He barely said two words to me the whole time I was there. I took out the trash and vacuumed, but he needs a service. I offered to send someone over, but he refused.”


    “Maybe he’s embarrassed about how dirty it is. I’ve had clients like that, people who normally keep things neat, and then something major happens and they just can’t keep up anymore. I can go by there and give it good scrub if you’d like. After all, I’m a professional.”


    Clark shook his head. “I don’t think he wants anyone in the apartment. He almost didn’t let me in, and I’ve known him since kindergarten.” Clark exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. “He’s isolating himself like never before.”


    “He’s depressed?”


    Clark nodded. “He looked like he hadn’t changed clothes in a week.”


    “What about counseling?”


    “When he lost his job and was forced to go on disability, his access to mental health services was very limited. I offered to pay for him to see the therapist of his choice, but he refused.”


    Although Anna didn’t understand how Jake felt, she did understand how debilitating depression could be. “Maybe he doesn’t realize how badly he needs help. Sometimes people are too ashamed to admit they’re depressed. He might think it makes him seem weak.”


    Anna wanted to ask Clark about the accident. Taylor had mentioned the accident several times, so Anna knew some of the details, but not the whole picture. “Maybe he needs a job, something that makes him feel productive again,” she said.


    “I offered him a job in my office, but he wouldn’t take it. Said it felt too much like charity.”


    “Maybe you could find him a job with another architect or construction company. But be sure to talk to him about it before—” Before Anna could finish cautioning him that interfering might be the worst thing he could do, Clark was rushing into the house to grab his cell phone.


    …


    With all his contacts in the construction business, he could find the perfect job for Jake. Talking to Anna had helped him. She knew just what to ask, just how to approach his raw feelings.


    When Jake had blown off the job Clark offered him, he’d never stopped to consider that maybe Jake wanted to work with someone other than his best friend.


    Clark jogged up the stairs to his office in the loft and began combing through stacks of purchase orders and plans. Since the accident, Jake had shuttered his construction business, but he had tons of experience and know-how, so that was a real shame. He was one of the best in the business, and Clark wanted to see him working again. He’d suggested that Jake work for him for two reasons. His schedule would be flexible working for Clark, and Clark would have been around to pick up any slack. Jake had vetoed that idea immediately, and Clark hadn’t pressed. He’d tabled the work idea, thinking Jake would bring it up again when he was ready.


    Jake didn’t like to be pressured. He was stubborn as a mule, and when he decided to dig in his heels, there was no moving him.


    But now the situation was different, and Clark felt he had to do something to force Jake to start living again. He’d been out of the game for eighteen months, and it wasn’t working. He was depressed and withdrawn.


    Knowing Jake was going to be all kinds of pissed, he picked up the phone and called the largest commercial builder in the region. After a short conversation with the office manager, he’d scheduled a job interview for Jake. He disconnected the call, feeling like he’d made some progress.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “Louie and I are headed out,” Clark called to Anna who was still in the shower. “We’ll be back in time for dinner.”


    It was a summer Saturday morning in June, and Anna had a couple of small jobs to do, so he was taking Louie with him for some male bonding. The little guy was really growing on him, and he looked forward to spending the day together. He had a plan that was going to make the kid’s week.


    “Good,” she answered. “I’m making Louie’s favorite. Meatloaf with mashed potatoes and green beans.”


    Clark narrowed his eyes and looked down at Louie. “That’s your favorite?” he asked in a whisper.


    “No, but it’s better than most of the stuff she cooks,” Louie answered.


    Clark winked conspiratorially at the kid. “Sounds great. See you later.” He placed his hand on Louie’s shoulder and guided him out of the cabin and into the booster seat. “Hop in, buckaroo.”


    Louie scrambled up into the truck. “I really like your truck,” he said. “The engine is loud, and I like that.”


    “It’s nice having another car guy in the house.” Clark made sure Louie was buckled into his booster seat.


    The boy nodded solemnly. “Yes, sir. I love cars.”


    Clark slammed the door and smiled. Louie reminded him so much of himself at that age. He was precocious and sweet. “Where would be a fun place to spend the day?”


    “I like Fun Warehouse. They have laser tag.”


    “Sounds pretty cool,” Clark said as he pulled out of the driveway and onto the road leading to town. “Anyplace else?”


    “You won’t take me.”


    “How do you know? It never hurts to ask.” Clark glanced at him in the rearview mirror.


    Louie fiddled with the cup holder molded to his seat. By the look of extreme concentration on his face, Clark guessed he was working up the nerve to ask. “Can we go to the animal shelter? Just look at all the dogs?”


    “That’s exactly where I was thinking about taking you.”


    “Really?” Louie’s voice was high pitched and excited.


    “Really,” Clark assured him.


    “I won’t ask for a dog, Mr. Clark. Honest, I won’t.”


    “Let’s just see what happens.” He’d already made up his mind. If Louie found the perfect puppy, he was going to let him bring it home. He hadn’t talked to Anna about it yet, but the cabin was a perfect place for a puppy. He had a big yard and plenty of room for a crate, and he wanted Louie to have a playmate.


    The F-150 kicked up dust on the long, winding road that led to the animal shelter. Clark pulled into a spot near the front door. “Looks like we’re the only people here. Let’s see what they have.”


    Louie unbuckled his seat belt and climbed over the arm rest and out the driver’s side of the pickup. He was still smiling when his feet hit the dusty ground. He slipped his hand into Clark’s. Clark had never held a child’s hand before but it felt natural, right.


    Inside the shelter, a long hallway divided two rows of cages. The kennels were full of barking dogs. Big ones, little one, fluffy ones, short-haired ones. Louie seemed totally unfazed by all the noise and movement. He took his time, stopping at every cage to check out the residents. He spoke to each dog, his voice soft and kind.


    Midway down the block, on the left-hand side, Louie got down on his knees and wrapped his fingers around the wire. The puppy inside ran to the front of the cage and began licking Louie’s fingers. A beagle mix, white with light-brown splotches that looked almost yellow. The little dog yipped and wagged his tail. “Hey there,” Louie said. “You’re my favorite. You’re the cutest dog here.”


    The dog was barely old enough to be weaned, ten weeks old at the most. Cute as a button. Perfect for a little boy.


    “You like him?” Clark asked.


    Louie looked up at him, his eyes filled with affection. “Yes, sir. He’s the best dog ever.”


    “Want me to ask the lady if you can play with him for a few minutes?”


    “You’d do that?” The kid looked as if he’d just won the lottery.


    “Sure. Stay right here. Keep him company. I’ll be back in a second.”


    He found the kennel manager cleaning a cage at the other end. “We’re interested in the beagle puppy. Can you let the boy play with him for a second? See if he’s a good fit.”


    “Sure. We’d love to send him to a good home,” she said. “All the others in his litter already got adopted, but he’s been the shy one. Although you’d never believe that judging by the way he’s bonding with your son.”


    It was the first time anyone had called Louie his son, and it had a nice ring to it. “Maybe he was just waiting for the right kid.”


    They walked to the cage. Louie was still on the floor, but he’d moved closer so the dog could lick his cheek through the wire. When the kennel manager opened the door, the puppy ran out and tackled Louie. He lay on the boy’s chest and licked his face, his neck, even nibbled his ears.


    Louie was all giggles.


    “They look like a perfect match to me,” the lady said. “About the same energy level.”


    “We’ll take the pup.”


    Louie stopped laughing and looked up at Clark. His eyes were shining with hope. “Do you mean it? We’re taking him home?”


    Clark nodded. “For the record, we should’ve asked your mom first. But since you and I are willing to take full responsibility for the little guy, I think we can convince her a dog is a great idea.”


    “I’ll take care of him. I promise. I’ll feed him and change his water and walk him every day.”


    “I know you will, bud. Come on, let’s fill out the paperwork.”


    An hour later, Clark had a stack of paperwork and a receipt for fifty bucks. Louie had a bundle of unconditional love. Wrapped in a tattered towel, the pup was fast asleep on the boy’s lap. For the first time since the accident, Clark felt like he’d done something really good.


    Maybe I do have a chance at redemption.


    “Got any ideas for a name?” Clark asked.


    Louie rubbed the dog’s head and shrugged. “Not really.”


    “Maybe your mom would like to help us.”


    “That’s a great idea. She’s good at that kind of stuff.”


    After a short stop at Tractor Supply for bowls, a crate, food, and a leash, Clark and Louie headed home.


    “Think your mom will be angry?”


    “Nah,” Louie said. “She loves dogs.”


    …


    After she’d taken a shower, Anna sat in a chair on the back deck, propped up her feet, and dove into the steamy novel she’d picked up at the library. In the weeks since she’d moved in to the cabin, she’d been reading plenty of them. The naughty scenes gave her all kinds of idea of things she’d like to try with her husband.


    Halfway through the second steamy part, she heard Clark’s truck rumbling up the driveway. She tossed the book on the hall table and walked out the front door.


    The boys weren’t alone.


    Following behind Louie, and nipping at his heels, was a puppy. Even though she and Clark had talked about getting one, she didn’t know he was going to do it today. She stepped off the porch and into the grass for a better look.


    Judging by the look on her son’s face, this dog was just what he’d always wanted.


    “Mom,” Louie yelled. “Look what Clark got me!” He raced toward her, the tiny spotted puppy hot on his heels. Boy and dog crashed into her. “Isn’t he the cutest?”


    She looked down at the dog who was busy trying to gnaw her flip-flops off her feet. “He is cute,” she admitted.


    Clark strode up beside him. “We hoped you might help us name him.” He had the same broad grin on his face as Louie.


    “Look, Mom, he likes to chase me!” Louie took off running through the grass. “He already knows he belongs to me!”


    “Louie,” Clark called to him. “Come back and let’s put his collar on so he’ll be easier to grab if he gets into trouble.”


    The little boy ran back toward them and sat in the grass. Clark knelt and handed Louie the bright-red collar. “Here you go. We’ll get a name tag as soon as you and your mom decide what to call him.” Clark looked up at Anna and grinned. “I know you’ll figure out the perfect name.”


    Clark’s eyes met hers, and she felt something strange. More than the physical attraction that was becoming much too familiar. This was something deeper, something solid. Her heart softened. He’d done something for her son she couldn’t do, and she was grateful to him, but there was a bittersweet current running just beneath the surface.


    For the first time in her life, Anna had what felt like a family, and knowing it was all a ruse, that eventually they’d separate and go back to living their own lives, broke her heart.


    There would be fallout. Eventually, she’d have to be the bad guy when she told Louie he couldn’t take the dog back to the house on Florida Street. But for today, she wanted Louie to enjoy his puppy, and she wanted to enjoy the fleeting feeling of family.


    “I’d say our trip to the Humane Society was a success,” Clark said, snapping the collar onto the tiny puppy and turning him loose to chase Louie.


    Anna looked across the lawn. Louie and the puppy had collapsed under a large oak tree. The dog was on top of the boy, licking his face like an ice-cream cone. It was like a scene out of a movie, and tears welled in the corners of her eyes.


    “His heart is going to be broken,” she said. “He’s wanted a puppy for so long, and when we go back to our house, I’ll have to explain to him that he can’t keep him.”


    Louie rose, and then he and the dog ran in large circles, taking turns chasing one another.


    “I’ll be the bad guy,” Clark said. “I’ll keep the puppy. After, I mean.”


    She shook her head. “It just would be another reason Louie would want to visit you.”


    “It might be another reason you’d want to visit, too.” Clark took her hand in his. “This marriage.” He paused. “It’s a little more than I—”


    “Mom, he’s hungry,” Louie said, bounding onto the porch, the puppy close on his heels. “We have to feed him. Now. And then we have to go to Aunt Taylor’s so she can meet him.” His face was flushed with exertion.


    Anna looked at Clark, and he nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s get you two fed and cleaned up and we’ll head into town.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “The point, Taylor, is that he should’ve asked. I’m Louie’s mom. I get to make the decisions.”


    They were on Taylor’s back patio, and Louie and the puppy were racing around the fenced yard, a blur of black curls followed by a blur of wagging tail.


    Taylor took a sip of her iced tea. “I agree, but he was just trying to do something nice for Louie, and you did talk about it beforehand.”


    “But we didn’t make a decision. We just tabled it until later.”


    “I think you’re making a bigger deal of it than it really is. I think you’re overreacting a little.”


    “I’m scared,” Anna admitted. “I really appreciate what he’s doing for us, but how am I going to tell Louie he can’t keep the puppy? You have no idea how much I dread that conversation.” Anna shook her head. “Maybe I can talk to my landlord. Maybe he’ll let us keep a dog if it’s housetrained.” She wasn’t getting her hopes up on that account. With all the money her landlord was spending to clean up the place, she’d be lucky if he allowed her to cook inside.


    “I’m sure Clark will keep the dog if you can’t. He’d let Louie see him whenever.”


    “That could be a problem.”


    “How?” Taylor twirled the straw in her drink.


    “I don’t want Louie to get too attached to Clark. It wouldn’t be good for any of us.”


    “He would never hurt Louie.”


    Having seen the two of them together at Max Patch, she knew Clark would do anything for her son. “I know he wouldn’t. It’s just that Louie and I have our life together all worked out. We don’t need a third person.”


    “The more love a kid has, the better,” Taylor countered. “Look how happy he is.” She motioned to Louie and the dog. They were rolling around in the grass, and Louie was giggling while the puppy licked his face. “George would never do that for him.”


    “But Clark isn’t going to be in his life forever. This is just temporary.”


    Taylor shrugged. “Just because the marriage is fake, doesn’t mean the relationship between Louie and Clark has to be fake.”


    Maybe Taylor had a point. It would be good for her son to have a man in his life who was kind and responsible. Not a jerk.


    It might be good for her, too.


    “It’s just that after living with a control freak like George, it makes me uncomfortable when he just takes the reins,” Anna said.


    “First of all, he’s nothing like the jerk. He takes charge, but he does it to help other people, not for his own gain. His relationship with my parents wasn’t the best, and he’s always had this compulsion to fix things for the people he loves. He must love you a lot.”


    The word “love” hit her like a bucket of cold water. She had to change the subject before Taylor asked her how she felt. She wouldn’t lie to her best friend, but she wasn’t ready to discuss it. After her disastrous marriage to George, she promised herself she’d never fall in love again, but Clark was making that difficult.


    “What really happened with Jake? He and I went to high school together, but we weren’t really friends. I remember when the crash happened and how worried you were about Clark, but I thought it was just because the road conditions were so bad. Why does Clark still feel so guilty?”


    Taylor took a corn chip and dipped into some salsa before she answered. “It’s kind of a long story, but Jake owned a construction company, and he and Clark worked together on a lot of projects. The night of the wreck, they’d just finished a big one and were hosting a party at Jack of Hearts.


    “The weather went south and the band canceled. Jake was pretty far into the tank and he made a lot of noise about going to his place to get his guitar. Clark, who was cold stone sober, got tired of hearing his mouth and agreed to drive him.


    “The roads weren’t bad here in town, but once he got out into the country, they were pretty icy. In an argument over Jake’s cell phone, he hit a patch of ice and lost control of the car. It tumbled down the side of the mountain. Clark had a mild concussion and a few scratches, and Jake ended up losing his leg.”


    “No wonder he feels so guilty.”


    Taylor nodded. “In some ways, it was harder on my brother than it was on Jake.”


    “Did Clark get in any legal trouble because of the wreck?”


    “He was charged with reckless endangerment, but he won’t talk about it.”


    Clark had never mentioned the charge to her, either, and it concerned her. Could it have any effect on the custody case? She gone all in to protect her son and the last thing she needed was something hanging over Clark’s head that could tip the scales in her ex-husband’s favor. “Jake and Clark been close for a while?”


    “Forever. For as long as I can remember. Jake’s getting a prosthetic soon. It will get him out of the wheelchair, and maybe he can go back to work. That’s what he needs.”


    “I told Clark the same thing. I think he’s working on getting him some interviews.”


    “I hope that he’s better at showing up for job interviews than he is with his doctor appointments.”


    “Are you close to him, too?”


    Taylor laughed. “I wish. I’ve been trying to get close to Jake since puberty.”


    “How come you never mentioned that to me?”


    “It’s embarrassing. I’ve never had trouble getting a date, but Jake is absolutely immune to my extraordinary beauty and charm.”


    “Are you sure he’s alive?” Anna laughed. “I can’t believe a living, breathing man could resist you.”


    “He’s alive, all right. That I’m sure of,” Taylor said with a wink. “Very alive.”


    Anna thought about Clark, how he must feel. The burden of the overwhelming guilt. The accident had been his fault, and for the first time since he’d blown into her kitchen, she understood how much it reinforced the feelings that had followed him since childhood. He was the responsible one, and he’d failed his best friend. It was a large weight to carry.


    At a little past six, she grabbed her purse. “Come on, Louie, let’s head home.”


    Louie raced inside, the puppy on his heels. “But I want to stay with Taylor. So does the puppy.”


    Anna looked at her best friend.


    Taylor shrugged. “Fine with me. I can drop him off in the morning.” Her eyes twinkled. A sure sign that she was up to something.


    “What are you up to?”


    “Nothing.”


    “I’m not buying it. Did Clark text you?”


    “He’s my brother.”


    “Don’t avoid the question.”


    “Spend some time with your new husband.”


    A delicious tingle spread through her stomach. “He’s not my real husband.”


    “That’s between the two of you.”


    “Mom, can I stay? Can I?” Louie tugged on her arm.


    “Sure it won’t be any trouble?” Anna asked Taylor.


    “No problem at all. I love it when he spends the night.”


    Anna kissed Louie then hugged Taylor. “See you guys later.”


    She backed her car out of Taylor’s driveway and headed toward the cabin. Her body hummed with the anticipation of having a night alone with Clark. Usually, they had to be conscious of the fact that Louie was just down the hall, but all bets were off tonight.


    When she opened the front door, most of the lights were turned off and something smelled divine.


    “Clark,” she called out. “Where are you?”


    “Out here,” he answered.


    Anna followed the scent through the living room and onto the back porch. Clark was in one of the rattan chairs, a beer in one hand. In the soft light, he was more handsome than ever. She ran her finger along his forearm, enjoying the feel of his skin.


    “Want one?”


    “I’ll get it.” She walked to the left-hand corner of the porch and grabbed one from the cooler. “What’s for dinner?”


    “Steak.” He grabbed her beer as she passed and opened it for her.


    In front of her, was a large, shiny new grill. “Where did this come from?”


    “I stopped by Madison’s. Been wanting a new grill for a while. The meat will be ready in a few minutes, and the salads are in the fridge.”


    She turned to see the table was covered in a crisp white tablecloth with candles arranged in a circle around a bouquet of daisies. “Is this all for me?”


    Clark nodded. “I have ulterior motives.” He dropped his voice into Redhawk range and her nipples hardened instantly.


    “You always have ulterior motives.”


    “Guilty.” He smacked her on the fanny. “But we need to eat first. I’ll need all my strength.”


    “And then some,” she countered.


    The wine paired perfectly with the steak. After finishing, Anna leaned back in her chair. “I need to ask you something.” She hated to ruin the vibe, but since leaving Taylor’s, she couldn’t get the questions about the accident out of her mind. “Is there anything about the accident that might give George some traction?”


    Clark’s eyes went cold. “No.”


    “Are there any charges I need to be aware of?”


    “You’ll keep primary custody of Louie. Period.”


    For the first time, Clark had totally shut her out, and it stung. “That’s all you’re going to say?”


    He nodded. “That’s it. There’s nothing in my past you should worry about.” His eyes softened, and he took her hand. “I never talk about the accident. I just don’t.”


    “I’m here if you ever change your mind.” There was sincerity, an earnest expression in his eyes, and Anna believed he was telling her the truth. He’d never lied to her before, and he had no reason to lie to her now. “I had to ask.”


    “I totally understand,” he said. “But now that it’s all cleared up, let’s enjoy the evening.”


    Anna’s skin tingled at the thought. “By enjoy, you mean…”


    “And more.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    After dinner, Anna insisted on cleaning up. There wasn’t much to wash, just salad bowls, plates, and silverware.


    “Let me help,” Clark said. Even though she’d cut back on her work schedule, she still cleaned a few houses, and he didn’t want her to feel like she had to clean all day and then come home and do the same. “I can wash dishes.”


    “It’ll just take me a minute. It’s the least I can do since you cooked the meal.” Anna bent to stack the plates in the dishwasher. “I’ll give the floor a quick mop after I finish these,” she said.


    He tried not to notice the firm curve of her rear, but it wasn’t easy. If there was anything sexier than the way the cargo pants hugged her curves, he wasn’t sure he wanted to see it.


    His marriage might be a sham, but his attraction to Anna wasn’t. It was a hundred percent authentic. For the hundredth time, he wished Taylor had introduced them before Jake’s accident, wished he’d let her introduce them. Before Jake, he might have been able to make something real work with her.


    But now it was all water under the bridge. Too late.


    Because now I know that I don’t deserve happiness. Not after what I did to Jake.


    Finished with loading the dishes, Anna bent in front of him to pick up a wilted lettuce leaf off the floor. His heart sped up. The V-neck of her T-shirt showed off the tops of her breasts. He fought the urge to run his finger along the line of her cleavage.


    He’d never gotten hard watching a woman cleaning, but there was always a first time for everything.


    Anna rose and wiped her hands on a dishcloth. After hanging it on the handle of the oven, she said, “Good as new. Do we have any wine left?”


    He nodded. “Want to sit on the porch?”


    “Yep.”


    Clark didn’t want to get used to this domestic bliss. Even after such a short period of time, it was becoming all too easy. He not only liked Anna’s company, he also craved her. But it went much deeper than the physical.


    He adored Louie. It was as if they’d been a family forever.


    The family he’d dreamed of but never thought he’d be able to create.


    He poured the last of the wine into two glasses and placed Anna’s beside her chair. After picking his up, he took a sip. He savored the spicy taste of the syrah as it slid down his throat. The night had been as close to perfect as he could imagine. Good food, pleasant conversation, and companionship.


    Startling him from his thoughts, she walked onto the porch and sat in the chair beside him. “About the dog,” she began. “I wished we’d talked about it this morning.”


    “I know. We agreed to talk more about it before we made the decision, but when Louie saw that puppy, I couldn’t resist.” He threw his hands up in the air in a show of surrender. “I’m so sorry. Huge screw up. I’m not sure how I’ll make it right, but I will. You have my word on that.”


    “It’s okay. I think you were right.” She tilted her head back and took a deep swig of the wine. He tried not to think about the way her neck tasted.


    “You do?”


    Anna nodded. “Louie loves him, and he’s pretty cute. The kid needs a companion, and it makes our relationship look real. We’ll figure out a way to keep him when this is over.” She reached over and took his hand.


    “We’ll find a solution,” he agreed.


    Her blue eyes sparkled, and he loved the way her small hand felt in his. Her breasts strained at the flimsy fabric of her shirt.


    I have to taste her again. Now. Feel the whisper of her breath. Wrap her hair in between my fingers. Make her a part of me.


    The tension of anticipation flashed between them, making the porch feel as small as the tiny bathroom. Every cell in his body was on edge…waiting, wanting.


    He pulled her into his lap.


    And then they kissed. There was no way to tell who started it, who moved in first, just that it felt like the most natural and wonderful thing ever.


    Less than ten seconds in, Clark didn’t care how it happened. He just didn’t want it to end.


    …


    The heat cycled between them in waves, turning the screened porch into a sauna.


    The muscles of his thighs rubbed against her bottom, making her shiver. He pulled her closer and pressed his erection against her. She rocked her hips back and forth, loving the friction building on her clit. The memory of how he filled her floated through her mind, and she wanted that high again.


    Every inch of her body pulsed with the need for him. Her panties were wet with it.


    Clark wrapped his fingers in her hair and claimed her lips. The heat of his mouth blazed through her, vibrating every cell in her body. He trailed his tongue lightly along her bottom lip, searing the sensitive flesh. She pressed her mouth against his, and when their tongues met, Anna’s muscles contracted, and her arousal heightened.


    She inhaled the masculine scent of him, and it went straight to her head. She had to have him. Needed him. Now.


    Thoughts vanished. She was a hundred and twenty pounds of desperate want.


    Clark stood, taking her hands and pulling her up with him. He placed his hand on her neck and ran his thumb along her jaw. “I want you,” he growled.


    Instead of answering with words, she kissed him. Hard. He kissed back. She looped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. He ran his hand inside her shirt and toyed with her nipples. She threw her head back and enjoyed the warm heat of his mouth on her neck.


    Clark took her hand. “Follow me.” He led her into the bedroom and slammed the door behind him. “I’ve been thinking about your taste all day.”


    “I thought about you, too.”


    “Knowing you were coming home to my bed. Imagining you wrapping your legs around my waist.” The grin on his face was dangerous. Primal. One hundred percent sexy beast.


    A shiver of anticipation ran along her spine. “You like me in your bed?”


    Anna ran her finger along his bottom lip. When she got to the middle, he took it into his mouth and sucked it.


    “I might.”


    Clark gently pushed her onto her back. After tugging her shirt over her head, he flung it to the floor and removed her bra with one deft motion of his fingers. When he took a pert nipple in his mouth and massaged the other breast with his large hand, she cried out.


    “I want skin to skin,” she whispered. “Now.”


    She ripped at his shirt, desperate to feel the warmth of his broad chest next to hers. He shucked his T-shirt off, and she drew him back to her, running her hands along the expanse of his shoulders. He pressed his body next to hers, and the coarse hair on his chest tickled her breasts, heightening her arousal even more.


    He moved down her body, kissing a line down her stomach while he brushed the underside of her breasts with his fingers. When he reached the waistband of her pants, he unbuckled her belt, and she raised her hips so he could take off her jeans. “You know how I feel about pink panties.”


    The Redhawk voice.


    He ran his tongue along the flimsy elastic waistband of her panties, making her moan again. He removed her panties slowly, kissing the inside of her thigh and sending a delicious thrill up her spine. When she felt the heat of his mouth on her clit, she put her hands in his hair and enjoyed the incredible sensations coursing through her. Her climax began, at first in small ripples, and then in crashing warm waves that consumed her, driving out everything but the feel of Clark’s mouth on her. It was so intense she shook with the aftershocks.


    Clark moved up so his head was on the pillow next to hers. “Nice?” He asked with a sinful smile on his face.


    “Umm…very nice. Can’t form a complete sentence,” she said with her eyes still closed.


    “It only gets better,” he said, trailing a finger across her stomach. His erection pressed against her leg.


    After slipping on a condom, he moved atop her and slid into the slick wetness of her. He filled her completely. He began moving inside her, and even though she thought another climax was impossible, a spark of desire flickered inside her. She began to move with him, their hips rotating in lazy circles. Soon, she was at the brink again. She was floating, tethered to the earth only by the rhythmic motion of their lovemaking. Clark moved faster, each thrust deeper and deeper. He moaned. The sound of his voice pushed her over the precipice. She was flying, sailing in a sea of soft clouds and brilliant colors. He quivered inside her, and she pulled his face close to hers, his forehead touching hers. He kissed her, softly with a kind of reverence.


    “Wow,” Clark said a few minutes later. “That was incredible.”


    Anna smiled contentedly and agreed. “I don’t even have the words for how incredible that was.”


    They fell asleep, arms and legs tangled together.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    The next week, Anna was loading the dishwasher when Louie walked into the kitchen.


    “I know what we should name him,” he said. He held up a baseball glove that had fallen victim to puppy teeth. “Chewy.” The dog nipped at his ankles and yipped.


    “Where did he get that?” Anna asked.


    Her son shrugged. “I don’t know. He had it in his mouth when I found him.” Tears welled in the corner of his eyes.


    Anna grabbed the glove and her heart sank. In the corner, it was signed. She couldn’t make out the signature, but she was sure it was part of Clark’s collection. She didn’t want to think about how much it was going to cost her to replace it. If that was even possible.


    She tensed automatically. Clark was going to be furious. Even though he was an easygoing guy, surely, he had a breaking point.


    “How did the puppy get into Clark’s office?”


    Louie looked at the floor. “I had to go to the bathroom, and he followed me inside.”


    “You weren’t watching him?”


    More tears welled up in her son’s eyes. “No. I was in a hurry.”


    Anna sighed. “We’ll have to find a way to pay for this.”


    The old money worries slammed into her, making her feel like she couldn’t breathe. Since she’d moved into the cabin, she hadn’t worried about the grocery bill or the electricity. She’d been able to relax, but now, with the ruined glove in her hand, she remembered the nauseating worry that came with trying to make ends meet as a single mom.


    “I’m so sorry, Mama.”


    Her heart broke for Louie, but there had to be a consequence. “No playing with Chewy inside. Not until he’s a little older. When he’s inside, he needs to be in his crate. You know the rule.”


    Louie nodded. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated.


    “Sorry for what, buddy?” Clark asked. He’d been outside mowing. His clothes were dirty and he smelled like freshly cut grass. She fought the urge to brush a blade of dried grass off his cheek.


    Louie looked at Anna, then at Clark, then back at Anna. “Chewy ate your glove.” His voice was small and shaky.


    Anna handed him the remains of the mitt and braced herself for his reaction. “I’ll pay for it.”


    With George, she’d learned to offer a solution quickly. Sometimes it worked.


    “Chewy, huh? Sounds like you found the perfect name.” Clark took the glove in his hand, looked it over, and bent to address Louie. “He wasn’t in his crate?”


    The boy nodded. “I’m very sorry.” Tears ran down his cheeks and his lip quivered.


    Clark ruffled his hair. “You know the rules, bud.”


    “Chewy can’t play inside until he’s potty-trained.”


    Clark nodded. “That’s right. He’s just a puppy, and we need to make sure he understands what we expect of him before we give him too much freedom.”


    “You can ground me if you want,” Louie said. “It was my fault.”


    “I don’t think that will be necessary. I think you understand what you did wrong.”


    Anna breathed a sigh of relief. Clark didn’t seem angry at all, just firm. While she wanted to teach Louie to be responsible and keep his word, she could tell by the look on his face he’d learned his lesson. Louie was crushed. Clark had picked up on that, too, and it made him all the more wonderful.


    “Thanks, Clark. I’ll make it right,” Louie said.


    Her son sounded so much like Clark. Knowing this was a short-term arrangement, it should have concerned Anna, but it didn’t. Finally, Louie was spending time around a man who was teaching him the right things. Even though the marriage was only temporary, maybe some of the lessons would stick with Louie forever.


    Clark rose and smiled. “No need. Can I tell you guys a secret?”


    Louie looked up at them and Anna, not realizing what she was doing, leaned closer to Clark. They both nodded.


    “I never really liked this glove.”


    Anna arched an eyebrow. “It’s not a collectible? I thought the signature—”


    “It’s collectible, all right. For Braves fans. It’s a Chipper Jones glove.”


    “And you hate the Braves,” she said.


    “With a passion,” Clark said.


    The three of them broke into laughter. It felt so good to take a rotten situation, one with the potential for real tension, and turn it into a teachable moment for Louie and a family laugh.


    Just what she’d always wanted.


    Anyone who saw this moment would assume they were a family, and a happy one at that. Why couldn’t Anna have picked someone like Clark to be Louie’s father?


    “How did you get the glove?” Louie asked, breaking her train of thought.


    “My best friend, Jake, is a die-hard Braves fan, and lost it to me in a game of poker. I was planning on giving it back to him. But I wanted him to suffer the loss a little while first.”


    “Poker?” Louie asked.


    “A card game. I’ll explain it to you when you’re a little older.” Clark turned the glove over in his hands and ran a finger along the soft leather. “After the accident, I wanted to give it back to him, but I felt weird about it, like he might think I was returning it out of pity.”


    “Jake will want it back eventually. It’ll cost you quite a bit to replace it.”


    Clark shook his head. “Not that much. I can get one on eBay when the time is right.”


    How could he be so chill? If George had been on the gnawed end of a baseball mitt—whether it was signed or not—he’d have raged and swore and he didn’t even like baseball. He would’ve made sure Louie felt like the worst kid in the world. He would’ve used it to break the kid down. Clark had used it to build the child up.


    “I’m going to put Chewy in his crate now,” Louie said. He picked the dog up and kissed him on the head. Chewy responded with nibbles and licks. “He probably needs a rest.”


    “Thanks,” she said to Clark. It wasn’t nearly enough, but it was the only word she could find. “I appreciate the way you handled that.”


    He shrugged. “He’s just a kid. Things happen. It’s no big deal.” He moved closer to her and placed his hands on either side of her waist. “I know a really good way you could show your thanks,” he whispered against her lips.


    Her body reacted to him instantly. “Who are you and what have you done with Clark?” Anna teased. “Clark would be itching to fix the ruined glove.”


    He raised one eyebrow and gave her a roguish grin. “I’m not Clark.” He lowered his voice just enough to make every cell in her body turn to mush. “I’m Redhawk, and I have the tattoo to prove it.”


    “Maybe you’ll show it to me later.”


    “Gotta make sure I can trust you first.”


    “What do I have to do to prove myself?”


    He cupped her rear and pulled her closer. His erection pressed against her, and it made her wet with anticipation. She wanted him. Badly. He smelled like fresh-cut grass and man. A dangerous combination that sent her need for him off the charts.


    “Kiss me,” she said. She hadn’t meant to say it. His lips were just so close.


    It wasn’t a soft kiss. It was demanding. All consuming. She placed her palms on his chest and grabbed his shirt.


    He pulled away. “That’s a start, but to really prove yourself, meet me in the bedroom at half past eight. Stark naked. I’m going to need to search you.”


    “Oh my,” she said in an exaggerated accent. Anna batted her eyelashes. “That sounds serious.”


    “Seriously fun,” Clark said.


    …


    Anna’s feet and legs ached. The only thing she wanted was a soak in the hot tub and a few chapters of the romance she was reading. While she’d cut back on her hours to spend more time with Louie, she was keeping her best accounts. She didn’t know what was going to happen after they moved back to Florida Street, but she didn’t want to be without a source of income.


    When she pulled into the driveway, Clark and Louie were in the front yard. Tools were spread out on a tarp and a stack of wood was placed off to the side.


    “What in the world are y’all doing?” she asked.


    Both boys looked up with huge smiles. Anna sighed. That probably meant they were up to no good.


    “We’re building Chewy a house,” Clark said.


    Louie ran toward her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “He’s going to love it! We’re painting it to look like Redhawk’s lair!”


    Clark held up a stencil. The Redhawk logo had been painstakingly cut out of the plastic sheet with an X-Acto knife. It had obviously taken a lot of work and patience.


    Something she’d never have been able to do for her son. Something George would never do. He’d think it was stupid, a waste of time. The smile on Louie’s face told her it was anything but a waste.


    She raised an eyebrow and looked at Clark. “Looks complicated.”


    “Not for Clark,” Louie said. “He can do anything, and he lets me help.” He ran over and hugged Clark’s leg. “He’s the best!”


    Anna’s heart sank. Her son was becoming very attached to her husband. Her fake husband, she reminded herself. If she was being honest, she was getting a little too attached to him herself.


    This wasn’t for keeps.


    She hadn’t planned on liking him so much. The chemistry was nice and the sex was beyond amazing, but it was more than that. At first, she’d convinced herself that it was only physical, but it had morphed into an emotional connection.


    This wasn’t her house, her husband, or her life, and she wasn’t at all sure how she felt about that.


    Maybe a good soak would help her sort it all out.


    “Have fun, boys. I’m heading to the hot tub.”


    Even though the temperature was above seventy degrees, the hot tub was still her favorite feature in the cabin. It relaxed her like nothing else. The small fiberglass tub in her house had nothing on this setup.


    The water in the tub was perfect, but no matter how hard she tried to relax, she couldn’t. She’d had no idea Clark and Louie would bond so quickly, so closely. Louie was finally getting everything he’d ever wanted in a father. Baseball, a puppy, time doing fun boy stuff that most moms, including Anna, knew nothing about.


    It was going to kill him when they moved back to their rental house. Even though she’d told him it was a short-term adventure, Louie had little concept of time, and jerking him away from Clark was going to be awful no matter when she did it.


    Anna wasn’t going to take it so well herself. The sex was way hot. She’d never been with a man who took his time, made sure she had her fill of pleasure, too. The only other man she’d been with was George, and he was a one-trick pony whose entire act rarely took longer than thirty seconds. Unless he’d had a whole case of beer, in which case he might last sixty seconds.


    She leaned back onto the side of the hot tub and let the jets work at the tension in her lower back. Neither she nor Clark was looking for love. That was the deal. Marriage in name only. But the heat between them was clouding her brain, muddying the water.


    What am I going to do?


    No amount of soaking was going to solve this problem.


    …


    A few weeks later, Anna had just finished grocery shopping. She was looking forward to quiet weekend at the cabin with her husband and son. She was stuffing the last of her haul into the trunk of her car when something blocked the sun.


    George. Who else?


    It was more than a little creepy he’d shown up here. She knew better than to think he’d run into her at random. He could’ve just called and set up a meeting, but that wasn’t his way. Respect and consideration were much less fun than bullying and intimidation.


    Her car was far from the building, and there was no one nearby.


    “What are you doing here?” She willed her voice to remain firm and steady. Even though they’d been divorced for years, the fear was still there, especially when they were alone. If Clark were here, she’d feel much safer.


    “We need to talk,” George said.


    “You could’ve called or texted to set something up.”


    “I was just driving by, and I saw your car.”


    Yeah, right.


    She placed one hand on her hip. “Talk.”


    “I’m sick of the trashstorm your husband is throwing my way.”


    Anna wrinkled her nose in confusion. “What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t play dumb with me. You know exactly what he’s up to. Heck, you probably planned it. Set me up and stuck him with the bill.”


    She leaned against her car and crossed her arms. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” This wasn’t the first time George had accused her of something she knew nothing about. “You’re just making trash up again.”


    He stepped closer. Her heart sped up and her senses heightened. Nothing good happened when George was too close to her. She needed to choose fight or flight in a hurry. “Your husband is making my life a living prison, and I want it to stop.”


    “What’s he doing? Sure you’re not imagining it?”


    He moved to grab her wrist but he thought better of it and stepped back. “I’m not imagining trash. He’s making my life miserable.”


    “How?” she demanded. It all sounded ridiculous.


    George smiled sardonically and shook his head. “Last weekend, I was leaving Jack of Hearts, headed home after a few beers with the boys. I wasn’t even out of downtown before a Franklyn cop pulled me over. Nearly got a DUI. Luckily, I knew the cop and talked him out of it.”


    “How is that Clark’s fault?”


    “Don’t play dumb with me. He called them. Told them I was leaving the bar,” George said. “Wanted me to get a DUI so you could keep Louie.”


    Anna laughed. “I think you’re a little paranoid. You had a few too many and left the bar. You were probably weaving in the lane or something.”


    “I’m not paranoid. Ever since you married him, rubbish like that is happening. It never happened before.”


    “Maybe your luck’s run out.”


    “It’s not luck, Anna. My family owns this town. I can do what I want, when I want. I don’t need your husband messing with me.”


    “So tell him. I have nothing to do with it.”


    George ran his fingers through his shaggy hair. “It’s not just the traffic stop.”


    “What else?”


    “Someone called the cops because my party got a little noisy last weekend.”


    Anna narrowed her eyes. “But you had Louie last weekend.”


    He shrugged. “It was bogus. I had a few friends over after I put him to bed. We had a few beers, listened to some music. Nothing serious.”


    George was never going to grow up. In fact, he was less mature now than ever. It was as if he was aging backward.


    “Did you get a citation?” While he lived outside of town, there were several houses near his. She wondered how Clark could’ve known about the party. It seemed far-fetched, but then again, Clark’s reach was pretty wide.


    “Just a warning. But it was embarrassing. And totally uncalled for.”


    Anna didn’t believe that. She’d seen enough of George’s friends and their parties in the short time she was married to him to know they had no concept of a mellow gathering.


    “You shouldn’t have parties when you have Louie for the weekend.”


    “Don’t give me a lecture. Don’t tell me trash.”


    “So you think Clark is trying to get you in trouble?”


    “I know he is.”


    No one had ever cared enough about her to work behind the scenes on her behalf.


    Not my parents. Certainly not George.


    Her heart squeezed. Clark, despite his tendency to help where help wasn’t needed, was one of the good guys. He’d kept his word, fought to ensure she retained custody of Louie, and done his best to keep her safe. Even when she wasn’t aware of it. For the first time, she wasn’t alone.


    “How much do you really know about him?” George demanded.


    “Plenty.”


    “I don’t think you do.” He leaned against the car and exhaled. “Bet you didn’t know he still has reckless endangerment charges hanging over his head.”


    Anna had asked Clark about the accident several times after the night they’d had a steak dinner on the porch, but he was still reluctant to talk about it. Clark had led her to believe there were no pending charges, but what if he was lying? She couldn’t let George see her sweat. “That’s ludicrous. He made a bad decision and drove when he shouldn’t have.”


    George shrugged. “Believe what you want, but the bottom line is he got into an argument with his best friend and nearly killed him. Who’s to say he wouldn’t do the same thing with Louie in the car?”


    “He would never do that.” She’d never even seen Clark get angry, but both Taylor and George mentioned the argument in the car that contributed to the accident. She worried that he had a hot temper and she just didn’t know about it. She’d been prepared for it when Chewy destroyed that baseball glove, but Clark had stayed calm and never raised his voice.


    Is there a side to Clark I’ve never seen?


    “He’s high-handed, and now he’s trying to put the squeeze on me.” George reached into the back pocket of his jeans and handed her a tattered envelope. “Read this.”


    Anna placed the letter on the hood of the car and smoothed out the folds. Clark’s office stationary. She ran her finger over the raised lettering. Authentic. She quickly skimmed the contents.


    In very plain yet firm wording, it spelled out the stakes. Clark knew George was embezzling money from his father’s company. If he ever tried to take Louie away from her again, Clark would bypass George Sr. and take the evidence straight to the court.


    “Skimming off the top? Your daddy would be some kind of pissed if he found out. What were you thinking?”


    “It’ll all be mine someday, anyway. I was just borrowing it.”


    “It’s stealing. Plain and simple. You threw acres and acres of mud at me, mostly over things I couldn’t control, and you’re dipping into the company honey jar.”


    “I’m George Bishop Junior. I can do whatever the heck I want. You should know that by now.”


    “If you’re that confident, call Clark’s bluff.”


    George shook his head. “Not worth the trouble.” Anna turned to go, but George grabbed her arm. At first, his grip was tight, but he quickly loosened it when she glared at him. “His best friend is in a wheelchair because of him, and he’s got a private investigator following me. What makes you think he’ll be on the level with you?”


    “He’s always been on the level,” she said. Anna ignored the tickle of doubt forming deep inside the pit of her stomach. Clark may get involved where he shouldn’t, but he’d never been dishonest. She wanted to believe he’d just forgotten to tell her about the private investigator, that it was just still too difficult to discuss the accident, but maybe it wasn’t so innocent. “You’re the one who might be in a whole heap of trouble, and this time it might not be so easy to get out of.”


    It felt good to have someone on her side, fighting for her and Louie. She’d been alone in her corner without any support. Every worry, every concern was hers alone. And now her husband, her fake husband, had her back. She and Louie finally had a champion.


    On the other hand, she didn’t like the way he felt his money gave him carte blanche to insert himself into other people’s lives. Anna was also pissed that he hadn’t told her about the pending charges, charges that might have an effect on her ability to keep her son. She was conflicted and unsure how to reconcile her feelings.


    “Get the PI off my back, and I’ll drop the custody motion,” George said. There was something Anna had never seen before in George’s eyes. Fear. “I’ll work things out with my dad. I don’t need Clark snooping in my business anymore. But there’s a catch, I want the PI off my rear immediately.”


    Anna didn’t know what to say.


    “Think about it tonight.” George turned to go, but just before he got into his car, he said, “If he ever steps out of line, harasses me, follows me, anything like that, I’ll refile the motion and have Louie full-time faster than you can say boo.”


    Her ex-husband was never going to stop making her life an exercise in fear and anxiety. Even though he’d been caught doing something illegal, he was still trying to press his advantage. “I can’t make any promises. He’s a grown man, free to do what he wants.”


    “Give him a little. You’re good at that.”


    White-hot rage filled her. She was tired of George treating her like she was nothing more than a lay. “Forget you, George.”


    “Call off your husband.”


    “I’ll think about it.”


    On the way to the cabin, she tried to sort out her feelings. While she’d love to see George forced to explain his sticky fingers to his father, the most important thing was making sure Louie stayed with her. If he dropped the custody motion, she and her son could move back to Florida Street and go back to their old life.


    Except her old life wasn’t as appealing as it once was.


    Anna felt a little cheated that the arrangement might be ending earlier than expected.


    With a lighter work schedule, she was able to spend more time with Louie, and she was closer to him than she’d ever been. It was also nice to have another adult around the house who helped out with Louie and the million other things it took to keep a household running smoothly. The idea of having a man in the house was beginning to grow on her.


    Clark was beginning to grow on her.


    In the beginning, she’d tried to convince herself that the attraction was purely physical, but it wasn’t. It was a spiritual and emotional connection, too. She was so confused she didn’t know where to start sorting her feelings.


    Even if she was falling for Clark, Louie came first.


    If she agreed to George’s terms, she kept primary custody of Louie. But if she told George to mess off and took her chances with the judge, she might get to keep her son and she might not. It was a blind bet.


    Agreeing to George’s terms was the sure bet and she loved Louie more than anything in the world.


    It was the classic catch-22.


    When she got back to the cabin, Louie and George were in a heated game of UNO. “I brought dinner,” she said, placing a pizza box on the counter. “Pepperoni.”


    “Yay!” Louie tossed his cards on the table and ran into the kitchen. He wrapped his arms around her legs. “You’re the best mom in the world.”


    Anna kissed him on the head. “In that case, you can watch TV while you eat.”


    She handed him a paper plate, and he ran into the living room and clicked on the Disney Channel.


    “Want to eat on the porch?” she asked Clark.


    “I’ll grab a couple of Diet Cokes.”


    After they each finished a couple of slices, Anna said, “Thanks for getting George off my rear.”


    Clark reached over and took her hand in his. “I promised you I’d find a way for you to keep custody of Louie.”


    “I wish you’d told me about hiring an investigator. It would’ve been nice to talk about it before you hired him. It would’ve also been nice to know you still had charges from the accident hanging over your head.”


    “I told you. There’s nothing in my past that will affect custody of Louie.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me about the investigator?”


    “It was my responsibility to handle.”


    “I want to know about any and all charges that were filed in regards to the accident.”


    He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I don’t like to talk about the accident.”


    She’d been determined to stay calm and discuss things rationally, but his stonewalling was pissing her off. “I don’t give a hoot whether you like it or not. Those charges could affect Louie and me. The judge will know about them, and it might change his ruling.”


    His gaze met hers, and she saw the pain in his eyes. “The charges were dropped nearly a year ago.”


    Jerk. George had brought that up just to jerk her chain. Now she felt like a huge jerk for not trusting Clark when he’d been nothing but honest. “I should’ve trusted that you would never do anything to hurt us.”


    “I wouldn’t.”


    “George promised he’d drop the custody motion if you called off the PI immediately.”


    Clark took a sip of his drink and looked out the screen and into the yard. “Is that what you want me to do?”


    “Keeping Louie is the most important thing.”


    “Do you think George will keep his word?”


    “He’s lied to me so many times, but in this case, I think he’ll keep his word because it means saving his own rear.”


    “I only have a preliminary report from the investigator. If I fire him now, we may never know the full extent of George’s sticky fingers.”


    Anna thought about it for a second. “What if he doesn’t drop the motion?”


    Clark shrugged. “All of this could be for naught.”


    She’d never been so confused, felt so pulled into two totally different directions. “But if I wait to see what else the PI digs up, I might lose my son.”


    “Since the day of Louie’s birthday party, I’ve kept my word. You have to decide if you’re going to trust me or George.”


    As much as she wanted to stay here with Clark, she had to take the surest bet. Louie was the most important thing in her life and she had to protect him first. “Call off the investigator.”


    It was one of the most difficult decisions she’d ever made, and she’d probably be second-guessing herself for months, but in the end, she took the sure bet.


    “Your wish is my command. But I’m going to miss the two of you.” He kissed her softly on the lips, and she could taste the sadness.


    Anna kissed him back, savoring the emotional connection between them. Clark placed his hand on the back of her neck and pulled her closer. He deepened the kiss, and her heart began to race. Scared Louie might come out onto the porch at any moment, she pulled back. “I’ll never be able to thank you for everything you’ve done to help me.”


    “You can try,” he said with a sad smile.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Anna was on her first cup of coffee when Louie came into the kitchen the next morning. Clark was still sleeping. While she was thankful her son was happy with the temporary living arrangement, she’d missed the one-on-one time.


    “Morning, sunshine. The usual?” she asked.


    Louie nodded and plopped into one of the chairs. “Guess what Clark and I are doing?”


    Since it was summer break, Louie was dividing his time between the cabin and George’s house. Anna wanted George and Louie to have a good relationship, but she knew her ex-husband well enough to know it was only a matter of time until he broke Louie’s heart. Again.


    Anna slid a bowl of cereal in front of her son. “What do you guys have planned?”


    He took a big spoonful of Cheerios and looked up at Anna. His eyes were huge and filled with wonder. “He’s taking me camping. For a whole week.”


    “Camping? When?”


    “He’s looking at his schedule, but probably in August.”


    Louie had been begging her to go camping for years. She kept putting him off because she’d never been herself and had no idea where to start. George refused to take him, choosing instead to focus on football. Louie didn’t even like football. He preferred baseball, but George told him that game was for sissies. He refused to honor the kid’s wishes not to spend nearly every Saturday in the fall at a football game.


    “We’ll see, honey.”


    “I can even take Chewy.”


    “We’ll see, honey,” Anna repeated.


    She wasn’t sure how the relationship between Clark and Louie was going to work in the future. Chewy’s future living arrangements also had to be nailed down.


    Anna was ready to discuss the camping trip, yet another thing he hadn’t bothered to mention to her, until Clark walked into the kitchen, his hair still tousled from sleep. He wore plaid boxers and a ratty T-shirt. Anna took a deep breath. He looked terrific. She willed her heart to stop beating so fast. Willed herself to remember she was not going to fall in love with him.


    It was too late for that. She’d already fallen. Hard.


    “Morning, ” he said. His voice was gravelly and deep. Anna ignored the shivers of attraction on her arms.


    “Morning,” she said without meeting his eye.


    He placed a K-cup in the Keurig coffee pot and grabbed a mug. “What’s on the agenda for the day?”


    “Louie’s headed to a friend’s house, and I have two houses to do in town. You?”


    “Meetings, drawings. The usual.”


    Anna checked the clock. “We don’t have to leave for another hour. Louie, why don’t you go play with Chewy? I already took him out for a walk, but he needs some playtime before he spends the day in his crate.”


    Louie took his bowl to the sink. “Okay. I’ll be outside.”


    After she heard the screened door slam, Anna turned to Clark. “We need to talk.”


    “Okay,” he said. He took his mug from the coffeemaker and sat down at the kitchen table. “What’s on your mind?”


    She sat across from him. Bit her lip. Unsure how to start the conversation. “We made a deal when Louie and I moved into the cabin, right?”


    He nodded.


    “And the deal was that this was a marriage in name only. No real emotion. No strings attached.”


    Clark nodded again and took a loud sip of his coffee.


    “Well…” Anna paused. “It’s just that I’m worried we’re all getting a little too attached to each other. You and Louie are really bonding, and I don’t want to it to break his heart when we move out.”


    “Louie and I can still be friends afterward. Can’t we?”


    “I hoped you’d say that.”


    “Why not? I love that little guy. I don’t want to step out of his life just because he lives at a different address.”


    There was no delicate way to put it, so Anna decided to lay it all on the table. “This is supposed to be a marriage of convenience. Sure, we have a lot of attraction, but neither one of us is looking for anything long term. I don’t want Louie to think it’s for real or forever.”


    “Can you and I still be friends?”


    Anna didn’t know how to answer his question. She couldn’t imagine her life without Clark. In the time they’d been together, he’d become more than just her lover. If she’d been able to trust any man, it would’ve been Clark, but she knew herself well enough to know that she couldn’t, not after her father. Not after George.


    She’d missed the man of her dreams by marrying someone else first.


    Being just friends would break her heart, but she couldn’t imagine her life totally without him, either. It was an impossible situation. “I hope that we can.”


    “I want to be more than your friend.” The gleam in his eye communicated exactly what he meant. “We have chemistry. Lots and lots.”


    Anna sighed. “That’s so not what I’m trying to talk to you about.”


    Clark looked at the screened door. “Louie and the dog are outside.”


    “That’s why I chose this moment to talk to you.”


    “I’d rather explore chemistry than talk.”


    Clearly, Clark wasn’t listening. Anna rose and walked to the sink, leaned her back against the counter, and tried again. “This is about making sure Louie’s heart doesn’t get destroyed.”


    “You know I’d never hurt the boy.” His eyes had gone from playful to serious. “I promise you.”


    “I know you’d never do it intentionally, but he’s sensitive.”


    “I’ll be part of Louie’s life for as long as the two of you let me.”


    Anna nodded. “As for us—”


    Clark jumped from his seat and stood in front of her, his body pressed to hers. The temperature in the room rose at least twenty degrees. “This is how I feel about us,” he whispered. Their lips were almost touching. She felt his breath on her lips. The mischief was back, shimmering in his green eyes. “Louie’s outside.”


    What was this man doing to her?


    When they’d entered this agreement, she’d convinced herself it was possible to keep any feelings that might arise compartmentalized, but now her brain was muddled and the only thing she could think of was the way Clark’s hands felt on her bare skin. The weight of his body on top of hers.


    He nuzzled her neck and nibbled his way to her throat. “We can talk serious later. He won’t be back inside for at least ten minutes. Right now, I want you.”


    He slid his fingers under the V-neck of her sleep shirt and took the weight of her naked breast in his palm. He used his thumb and forefinger to tease her nipple into a rock-hard diamond.


    She moaned his name.


    “Shh,” he cooed. “Follow me.” He took her hand and led her to the pantry. He gently pushed her inside against the shelves and closed the door behind him. “Want to place a bet on how fast I can make you come?”


    “What are the stakes?”


    His grin was dangerous. Sexy dangerous. “If you win, you take my credit card and pick out any outfit you want.” He paused and licked his lips. “And if I win, I get to watch you fix dinner. Naked.”


    Anna liked the delicious tingle building within in her panties. It sounded like a win-win. The nights she’d spent with Clark had turned her into some kind of sex fiend. He’d unleashed something deep inside her, a side of herself she never knew existed.


    She’d promised herself a dozen times she’d stop reacting to him. Turn down the heat. Keep her hands off him. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t resist him.


    “Six minutes,” she said.


    He raised one eyebrow. “I can make it happen in less than six.” He pushed several buttons on his wristwatch. “When I hit start, it’s on. I hope you’re ready to lose.”


    “I hope you’ve got a high limit on the card.”


    Clark pressed start.


    In more ways than one.


    His hands were under her sleep shirt in a fraction of a second. She loved the feel of his large hands on her thighs. She wrapped her leg around his waist and pulled him into her. “Time’s ticking,” she whispered in his ear.


    “Just sit back and enjoy the ride,” he said in his deep Redhawk voice. She nearly came on the spot.


    “I’m not losing this one. I want a shopping spree.”


    “We’ll see about that,” he growled.


    His hands skimmed her body. He cupped her breast and bent to nip at the nipple through the cotton fabric of her shirt. His other hand traced the line of her labia, dipping into the split with every few strokes.


    Anna slid his boxers down, and he rubbed his toe against her clit. She threw her head back and moaned.


    “Shhh,” he coaxed. “We don’t want Louie to hear.”


    The need to be quiet made everything more erotic. Anna had never been naughty, but she was beginning to understand its appeal.


    “Three more minutes,” he said. “Can you hold out?” He slid one finger into her and pressed his thumb on her clit. He made lazy circles, driving her just to the edge, then stopping before she could tumble over.


    “I can hold out,” she said through gritted teeth.


    “I don’t know,” he said. “You’re running pretty hot, and I like it.” He whispered the words against her neck. He nibbled his way down her neck and along her shoulder where her shirt was slipping off to the side. “You taste like honey. Mmmm.”


    She liked it, too. Too much. Clark’s voice was a powerful aphrodisiac, and she felt herself getting closer and closer to the edge. She pulled back and tried to concentrate on anything but Clark’s magical fingers or the heat of his mouth. Everywhere.


    “Stay with me, baby.”


    “Don’t worry about me,” she said, but her voice was faint, breathless.


    He rotated his hips against her and then he was inside her. Filling her. He began a slow, shallow rhythm, gradually thrusting deeper. Harder.


    Anna could hold back no longer. She let go, felt her release flood every cell in her body. Just as she moaned her pleasure, Clark’s watch beeped. And then he came.


    Perfect timing.


    “I don’t care if I won the grand prize or not,” Anna said when she caught her breath. “That was fantastic.”


    “Mmm,” Clark said. “That it was.”


    …


    On the drive to work, Clark tried to ignore the feelings racing through his body.


    The sex in the panty had been great. More than great. Epic.


    But that’s all it was. Sex. Chemistry. Heat.


    He was trying to convince himself of that.


    Anna had a choice. She could trust him and stay the course, or she could cave to George’s threats.


    He had no idea when he’d hired a PI he’d end up cutting off his own nose to spite his face. He’d given her the perfect escape before he even realized that he didn’t want her to go.


    Idiot.


    Clark was falling for Anna.


    Fallen. I’ve already fallen hard.


    He was also crazy about Louie. If he could’ve handpicked a family to call his own, he’d have chosen them. Over the past few weeks, he’d started to believe again. Believe he could be a decent husband, a stand-in dad. Worth something.


    In the time Anna and Louie had been in the cabin, he’d learned that he wasn’t the kind of man or husband his father was. He’d played with Louie, helped him with projects and learned how to discipline a child without being overbearing.


    His relationship with Anna was so much deeper than he’d expected. He could see them together in the long term, but he didn’t know how to get there. She’d made up her mind. Instead of trusting him and his word, she’d decided to take George’s deal. She’d chosen fear over trust.


    Soon, Anna and Louie would be headed back to the rental house, and the cabin would be empty. Just Clark and Chewy. While Chewy was an excellent puppy, his conversation skills were sorely lacking.


    It didn’t sound very appealing.


    Neither did an empty bed.


    After that first night, she’d never gone back to her room. Even though they kept it from Louie, as soon as he was in bed each night, Anna would sneak into the master suite and into his bed.


    He shivered. He loved the way Anna felt when he bumped into her in the middle of the night. Soft, curvy, warm. Just the thought of the way she tasted made him hard. The sheets would be a lot colder without her.


    Clark needed to accept he’d made a deal and had to stick to it, but it was hard. Dang hard. He still had a little time to convince her that what had started as marriage of convenience had rapidly turned into the hottest, sweetest relationship he’d ever had. He had one card to play.


    If Anna left too soon after she took George’s deal, he might file another motion. They had to stay together for at least a little while longer, and that might give Clark the time he needed to make her stay.


    With everything pinging around in his head, he knew he wouldn’t be able to draw anything, so he decided to stop by Jake’s apartment. The only parking place was beside the van. Clark pulled the F-150 into the spot and tried to talk his toe into going back into parade rest.


    Jake hadn’t returned a call or text in days. Before the accident, Clark wouldn’t have thought anything about it. It wouldn’t have been all that unusual. But since the accident, Jake rarely left the house. Rarely hung out with friends.


    It didn’t take a psychologist to spot the obvious signs of deepening depression.


    Clark hoped he’d be excited about the interview. All he had to do to land the job was show up and interview reasonably well. It was the perfect job for Jake. He could sit in the office, look over plans, and bid on jobs. The pay was decent, and the office was just down the street from Clark’s. He and Jake could meet for lunch. Heck, if it would make Jake feel better, Clark would go to the movies with him and take in a double feature.


    After Clark rang the doorbell and got no answer, he resorted to banging on the metal door of the apartment. Still no answer. He took his cell from the clip on his belt and dialed. Voicemail. Sent a text. Nothing.


    Maybe Jake had gotten a friend to take him to one of his numerous doctor appointments.


    Clark shook his head. Jake would’ve called him first.


    He banged even harder on the door.


    Nothing.


    From the parking lot, he called Taylor. “Are you off today?”


    “Yeah.” Dance music blasted in the background.


    “I need a favor,” he said. “Run by Jake’s place. He’s not answering calls or texts.” Even though he and Jake had been best friends since kindergarten, Taylor could get him to talk when no one else could.


    “I’ll stop by on my way home from the gym. Anything you want me to tell him?”


    “Tell him he’s got a job interview at Beverly Heath on Wednesday at two. They’re looking for a new estimator, and as long as he interviews halfway decent, the job is his.”


    “What if he doesn’t want a job?”


    “This one is in construction. It’s the only thing that will make him feel normal again.”


    “Shouldn’t he be the one to decide that?”


    …


    Anna had never been inside an adult store. She’d never bought any lingerie for herself, other than a nightgown with lace for her first wedding night. With George, she’d tried to avoid sex because he made her feel so cheap, so worthless. Sex with Clark was a totally different experience. It made her feel desirable, beautiful, and sexy.


    For the first time, she loved her body, even with its imperfections.


    She was becoming braver, more uninhibited, and she liked it.


    The store was located just outside downtown Asheville in a strip mall. She sat in the parking lot for a long time, gathering her courage. She hoped like mad she didn’t see anyone she knew. At least she had a ring on her finger. A big one.


    The only people who knew the marriage was fake were Taylor and Jake. Everyone else just assumed it had been the culmination of a whirlwind romance that had somehow slipped beneath the Franklyn radar. As if that were possible.


    Anna couldn’t sit in the car much longer. She stared at the No Loitering sign and decided it was better to enter the adult store and buy something than to end up getting a ticket for cowardice.


    She was a grown-rear woman. With a husband. And a kid.


    After tucking her purse under her arm and pasting a confident look on her face, she walked into Bad Kitty.


    It wasn’t what she’d expected. At all.


    Everything was tastefully displayed, and while they had a wide—incredibly wide—range of products, she was able to find just what she was looking for quickly. And without any help. Thankfully.


    She placed the lingerie on the counter and plopped Clark’s credit card on top of it. She’d won the bet, but he was going to be a winner, too.


    Their marriage would soon be coming to an end, and Anna wanted a night neither of them would ever forget.


    Meow, indeed.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Clark was getting too used to Anna and Louie being at the cabin. With him. Instead of working late most nights, like he had since graduating from college, he often went home early just to be with them.


    Anna made him laugh. So did Louie.


    On the way home, he stopped by the store and picked up a pack of chicken breasts, corn on the cob, and fresh asparagus. Since it was Anna’s long day at work, he wanted to take some of the load off her shoulders. She cooked almost every night and was hesitant to let him into the kitchen for anything more serious than coffee or cereal. Even though he was neat by nature, Anna’s kitchen was always spotless, and she didn’t take kindly to anyone who made a mess.


    It was a perfect night for grilling.


    When he pulled into the driveway, Louie and his sidekick were rolling in the grass. Clark smiled. Louie wore his Redhawk mask and cape. Both looked a little worse for wear. “Want to help me with the groceries, Redhawk?”


    “Sure, I have superhuman strength!” He flexed his muscles. “I’ll help you, sir.”


    Clark handed a couple of the lighter bags to the boy. “Thanks. I’m glad you were here.”


    “I’m always around,” the kid said, lowering his voice to quote the Redhawk versus the Blot movie.


    Thanks to Netflix, Clark had now seen the movie about a hundred times. At least.


    On the way to the front door, Louie fell in beside him while Chewy chased after an ill-fated butterfly in the grass. “I wish the real Redhawk would come back again. It was really cool to have him at my party, but I wish he could’ve stayed longer.”


    “I’m sure you’ll get the chance to meet him again soon.” Clark turned his arm over so his tattoo was hidden against his side. “Maybe he’ll come back for your next birthday.”


    “That’s a long time,” Louie said.


    “It’ll be here before you know it.”


    Anna was in the kitchen, her rear sticking out of the fridge. He could get used to the sight of that. Yum.


    “Hey,” she said. “I’m foraging for dinner.”


    Clark held up the bags. “The menfolk brought vittles.”


    “No John Wayne impressions. I hate them as much as I hate roses,” Anna said grabbing the bags.


    “We’ll take care of the meat. You do the veggies.”


    “Sounds like a deal,” Anna said. She smiled at Clark, and his heart skipped a couple of beats.


    “Come on, Redhawk. You can help me.” Clark grabbed a plate and some tongs from the cabinet. “It’s never too early to learn how to grill like a man.”


    After a short course in grill safety, Clark let Louie place the chicken on the grill using the tongs.


    “I love cooking for my family,” Louie said.


    Family. The word was beginning to sting. Itch. Especially when it came from the mouth of such a perfect little boy. Clark had never realized he wanted to be a father until he’d hung out with the boy. He’d never realized that he might be family-man material until he’d married Anna.


    How did I let my heart get tangled in this mess?


    Louie tugged on his sleeve. “I think they’re burning.”


    “Incredible,” Clark said. “Don’t tell your mom I said that.” He grabbed the tongs and threw the food onto a clean platter.


    Louie grinned. “I won’t, but I heard her say it once.” He gave Clark a conspiratorial smile. “Maybe twice.”


    Clark ruffled his hair. “Let’s eat.”


    They ate on the back porch, the light summer breeze moving through the screen. It was nice. Very nice. If there had been a photograph of the three of them, they’d have looked like the perfect American family.


    Laughing. Eating corn on the cob.


    Louie was just telling a knock-knock joke when Clark’s cell phone rang. “Hey, sis,” he answered.


    “Jake blew the interview,” Taylor said.


    “What?” No wonder his best friend had been avoiding him.


    “He didn’t show.”


    Clark opened the screen door and walked down the steps into the grass. “Incredible. I’ll head over there as soon as we finish dinner. Any idea what happened?”


    “He doesn’t appreciate you trying to decide what’s best for him.”


    “But it is best for him.”


    “I’m out of the mix, Clark. This is between you and Jake. But here’s a little piece of advice, maybe you should start minding your own dang business.”


    He disconnected without saying good-bye.


    “I’ve got to run over to Jake’s,” he told Anna. “I’ll be back later.”


    “Everything okay?”


    He nodded. “The job interview didn’t go so well.”


    “George is meeting me to pick up Louie later. His week doesn’t technically start until tomorrow, but he asked if Louie could come over tonight, and in the spirit of cooperation, I agreed.”


    “I can take him on the way.”


    “He’s not packed yet. Go ahead and visit with Jake. I’ll be here when you get home.”


    Clark kissed her on the head. “See you then.”


    …


    Even though Louie was only staying at George’s for a week, it took him nearly an hour to say good-bye to Chewy. The dog wasn’t welcome at George’s house, and Louie had a hard time leaving him behind.


    Instead of going to George’s house, she’d made arrangements to meet him in the parking lot of Ingles, the local grocery store. She and Louie waited nearly twenty minutes before George swung into the space beside them in a shiny new Ford Mustang.


    “Wow, Dad. When did you get this?” Louie asked, hopping out of the backseat of Anna’s car. “It’s awesome.”


    Candy apple red, it shone with the last rays of the setting summer sun. George had the top down, revealing the white leather interior. Totally impractical, but totally George. She noticed there was no child booster seat.


    Anna handed her ex-husband Louie’s duffle bag and the baseball glove and ball Clark had recently bought him.


    “Baseball?” George asked, one eyebrow raised.


    “Clark is teaching him how to play. I told Louie he probably wouldn’t get to use them at your house, but he insisted on bringing them.”


    “The men in our family play football.”


    Anna shrugged. “Louie likes baseball better.”


    George tossed the mitt and the ball, along with the duffle bag, into the backseat of the car. “Hop in, son, check out all the gadgets while I talk to your mom.” Louie opened the door and slid into the passenger seat. “You can ride in the front on the way home.”


    “He needs a seat. You can borrow mine. And he may not sit in the front.” Standing up to George felt good, powerful. Fearless.


    George shook his head. “Might scratch the leather, plus we’re only going a couple of miles.”


    Anna reached into the backseat of her car and handed him the seat. “I insist.”


    He reluctantly took the seat and placed it on the pavement beside the back wheel of the car. “Look, I haven’t seen the PI in a while, so I called my attorney today. He’s withdrawing the custody motion.”


    Anna’s heart lifted. “Really? No tricks?”


    “Louie should be with you. Even though I’m not Clark’s biggest fan, Louie loves the dog Clark got for him, and he needs to stay with the two of you.”


    She was afraid to say anything, scared it might make George change his mind. This was totally unlike him, and she was taken aback. “Thanks,” she muttered.


    “We’ll see you next week?”


    “Sounds good,” she said, walking around to the driver’s side of her car.


    “Hey,” George called. “One false move, and I’ll file again.”


    He might file again. Probably would. But for now, Clark’s idea, as crazy as it had sounded at first, had been successful. She was going to be able to keep her son. Tears ran down her cheeks, and for the first time in so long, she was able to take a deep breath and allowed herself to believe that everything might work out. Even though she and Clark had agreed to stay together until the custody issue was completed, only three months had passed since their wedding, and Anna knew it wouldn’t be smart to leave immediately. George would suspect the marriage was just one of convenience and drag her to court.


    Part of her was glad she had a little more time to spend with Clark, but another part of her was terrified that the longer she stayed, the more difficult moving out would be. Anna had never expected to have such mixed feelings about leaving the cabin and living without Clark. Alone. Again.


    Even though she had deep feelings for Clark, the custody battle had shown her that she needed to stand on her own two feet. She’d been living on the edge for too long, and it was time to restructure her life so that she didn’t live in fear and worry all the time.


    There was only one long-term solution. She had to learn to stand on her own two feet and banish her fear of George, and she was getting closer to doing that.


    Remembering the outfit she’d purchased at the adult store, she smiled to herself. She might as well make the most of the time she had left.


    …


    “What were you thinking?” Clark demanded. Jake’s apartment was even more disgusting than it had been before. “That was the perfect job for you.”


    “I didn’t want that job.”


    “Why not?”


    Jake shrugged. “Not my cup of tea. I don’t want to sit behind a desk all day with nothing but a calculator to keep me company. I’m a construction guy, not an office guy.”


    Clark sat on the sofa and ran his fingers through his hair. “It is a construction job. You can’t climb ladders and lug around fifty pound bags of cement mix. Not now.”


    Jake shook his head. “You and I have been friends since kindergarten. By now you should know I don’t like other people making decisions for me.”


    “But you need to get out of the house, do something productive.”


    “You ever been in a wheelchair?” Jake asked.


    The question took Clark aback. “No.”


    “Then you shouldn’t presume to know what the heck I need.” Jake’s eyes blazed with anger. Clark wasn’t used to that. In over twenty years of friendship, they’d only had a handful of arguments. “I want to be on site, hammer in my hand, not discussing Dancing with the Stars beside the coffee machine.”


    “I was just trying to help.”


    “If you really want to help, then leave me alone. Stop treating me like I’m some pathetic charity case. Let me figure out how the heck I’m going to live like this for the rest of my life.”


    Clark nodded. He didn’t understand what Jake was going through, and he never would. Clark couldn’t talk to him. Not now, anyway. He gave his friend a halfhearted wave and walked out the door.


    When he walked into the cabin, it was well past dark and the place smelled different.


    Instead of the lemony wax smell of cleaner, it was filled with some sultry scent. Powdery. Warm. Sexy. The only light was a small lamp in the living room. He tossed his keys on the table beside the door and went on a search for a candle.


    Anna loved candles and sometimes left them burning. He’d told her about the dangers a dozen times.


    It wasn’t in the kitchen or the dining room. It wasn’t on the back porch near the hot tub.


    Maybe she’d already blown it out.


    After the fight with Jake, Clark needed a shower and rest. He kicked his shoes off and padded down the hall to the bathroom. He’d talk to Anna about everything. First thing in the morning. With Louie spending a week with George, they’d have plenty of time.


    Tonight, he just wanted to sleep. Beside Anna. Pretend it was real.


    He felt better after a shower. The tension and worry were still there, but now he could sleep. He opened the bedroom door quietly, and the sexy smell got stronger. Candles were burning all over the room. On the dresser and on the bedside table.


    The candles weren’t the only hot thing in the room.


    Clark blinked to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.


    His cock assured him this was real.


    Anna lay on the bed, her blue-black hair spread across the white pillow case. Dressed in a French maid costume. Hot in July. On the equator.


    Holy smokes.


    “You’re home,” she said. Her voice was low and seductive.


    He nodded, unable to find words. Any words.


    “Why are you standing all the way over there?” She crooked her index finger and beckoned him to the bed.


    Maybe convincing her to stay wasn’t going to be as difficult as he’d thought. He hadn’t planned on seducing her tonight, but now that she’d taken the initiative, Clark was all in.


    There was nothing sexier than a woman who knew what she wanted in the bedroom. And with the outfit she was wearing, he was pretty certain he’d give her anything she asked for.


    “Lose the shorts,” she whispered when he reached the side of the bed. She rolled over and tugged at the waistband.


    “Not until you show me what you’re wearing.”


    Anna smiled. “I thought you might say that.” She rose from the bed, brushing her whole body along his, causing his toe to get even harder. She smelled like powdery vanilla and the best kind of sin. Clark licked his lips. “I bought it just for you, and I thought about you when I put it on.”


    She’d better have bought it just for him. If any other man saw her in this costume, he’d have to kill the jerk on the spot. The dress was so short her delicious rear cheeks peeked from under the hem. Her breasts nearly spilled over the white, lacy apron.


    He hoped to perdition she didn’t clean houses in this dress. Well, no houses but his.


    Her lipstick was glossy, and he was itching to kiss her. To taste it on her lips. But he didn’t. He wanted to make this last as long as possible.


    She edged past him, rubbing her body against his, only breaking contact at the very last possible moment. He watched her slink to the corner of the room, her hips moving in an ancient, sultry rhythm. She looked over her shoulder to see him watching. He loved the way her black curls teased her shoulder blade.


    In the corner of the room, standing in front of an easel full-length mirror, she turned to face him. So. Dang. Erotic. Every cell in his body was reacting to Anna. All at once. Like some kind of electric current.


    He could see both sides of her. Incredible rear in the mirror and round breasts front and center.


    As if the outfit wasn’t enough to set fire to the Arctic, she wore a garter belt, black fishnet stockings, and shiny black heels that made her legs look divine.


    The perfect woman was standing right in front of him, and he intended to taste every inch of her. Even if it took ’til sunrise.


    …


    Anna intended to make this a night he’d remember forever.


    The French maid costume made her feel incredibly sexy. She’d always been curvy, a serial dieter, but after looking at herself in the mirror earlier, she saw something new, an attractive woman who didn’t need to lose a pound.


    It gave her a newfound confidence.


    “Anything you’d like me to clean, sir?” She waved the feather duster that came with the costume.


    Clark grinned. “Why don’t you start with the dresser, there?” His gaze never left her body.


    “Yes, sir.” She moved so she had to bend just slightly to dust the top of the already clean piece of furniture. She felt the heat of his gaze at the hem of her dress. She liked the idea of Clark watching her. It made her feel like the most desirable woman in the world. She looked over her shoulder at him.


    “That outfit is incredible,” Clark said. There was hunger in his eyes. Even though they’d been intimate plenty of times, this was something new.


    “Thank you,” Anna answered. “What’s next?”


    “Bedside table.” He lay back on the bed and propped himself up on the pillows.


    She swung her hips all the way around the bed. “This one?”


    He nodded and watched for a couple of minutes. Then he ran his hand along her thigh, following the thin strap of her garter belt. He ran his finger underneath the elastic, and she felt the heat of his skin next to hers.


    “I need my pillows fluffed,” he said.


    “I’m an expert at that.” She set her duster on the nightstand, placed her hands on his shoulders, and pulled him forward. Just as she reached for the pillow, he wrapped his hands around her waist and pulled her into him.


    His lips were on fire. “Goodness, that outfit is hot. I want to take it off piece by piece. With my teeth.” His voice was low and sexy.


    “Want me to do it for you? Take it off piece by tantalizing piece?” she asked. Her lips were touching his, and he nipped at her bottom lip while she spoke.


    “Yes, ma’am. I do.”


    Anna rose and stood beside the bed. First, she removed the apron. She moved slowly, sensually. She’d never felt sexier in her entire life. Next came the black dress. She teased Clark by shimmying it down two inches and then pulling it back up one.


    By the time she got down to only the bra, thong, and garter belt, Clark was panting. After shucking off his shirt and pants, he sat up on the edge of the bed and pressed his palm against her stomach. He moved his palm upward, lightly caressing her, making it difficult for her to remain standing.


    “This comes off next,” he said.


    Anna turned her back to him and unclasped the bra. She looked over her shoulder at him and bit her bottom lip. She removed the lacy push-up and let it drop to the floor. She crossed her hands over her breasts and turned around to face Clark.


    He gently pulled her arms down. “Dang, those are perfect.”


    He pressed her breasts together with his long fingers and leaned toward her. He breathed lightly on her nipples, causing them to ache. He tickled her left nipple with the very tip of his tongue, and she heard herself groan.


    “Come here,” he said, pulling her onto the bed beside him.


    She lay down beside him and delighted in the masculine hardness of his body next to hers, made more erotic because they were both partially dressed.


    Clark kissed her deeply, moving his tongue with hers in a complicated dance. He broke the kiss then ran his tongue along her neck and between her breasts. There was nothing in the world but the heat of him.


    A wave of exhilaration flooded her and made her dizzy.


    When he took one of her nipples in his mouth, she cried out. He ran his tongue in lazy circles around her nipple while his hand massaged the other breast.


    He made his way down her body, licking, nipping, kissing, all the way to her belly button. He ran his tongue along the top of her garter belt. The desire was so intense it set her teeth on edge.


    “I want you naked. Except for the heels.” He unsnapped the garters and slid her stockings off. Then he unsnapped the belt, leaving only the tiny triangle of black lace of her thong. He licked her through the fabric.


    “Oh, Clark,” she moaned. She was so hot she was turning into liquid. Molten lava.


    He raised her hips and helped her slide the panties down and off then onto the floor. He ran his eyes over every inch of her body. “Exquisite,” he whispered.


    “I want your skin next to mine,” she said.


    “Your wish is my command.” He shucked off his plaid boxers and tossed them to the side.


    His skin was warm against hers. She moved her body in a sensual S, loving the feel of his body next to hers.


    Clark crawled on top of her. She loved the solid weight of him balanced against her hips. He lowered his head to hers and claimed her lips. The kiss made her burn with an intensity she’d never known. She was completely consumed with the soft feel of his lips against hers, and when he deepened the kiss, she thought she might unravel.


    He teased her, tracing the outline of her lips with his tongue. She nipped his bottom lip, causing him to pull away with a throaty laugh. “Mmm, I like it when you play dirty.”


    He worked his way back to her neck…kissing, nibbling, and tasting.


    He trailed his finger between her legs, tracing it along the slickness of her, his touch light as a butterfly’s wing.


    “Inside,” she whispered.


    He obeyed, and she arched her back. He moved his finger in and out in of her slowly at first. Frustrated and wanting more of his touch, she writhed against him, urging him to increase his rhythm. Harder. She wanted more and more of him—all of him. When he sped up the rhythm and tugged at one of her aching nipples, she lost all control. Her body bucked against the ministrations of his finger and she moaned, voicing her exquisite passion. She was floating high above the clouds, in the outer reaches of space. When she finally returned to earth, Clark was propped on an elbow, beside her, looking deeply into her eyes.


    “Goodness, that outfit. I’m pretty sure it’s illegal in North Carolina.”


    “Are you making a citizen’s arrest?” she teased.


    “Not until I make you come again.”


    “I think I’m done.”


    “I say otherwise.” After putting on a condom, he slid inside her and filled her completely.


    Anna locked her hands at the small of his back and arched her hips upward. She wanted all of him. Again and again.


    Clark swiveled slowly at first, rolling his hips from side to side. He gradually increased the rhythm until Anna was on the edge again.


    Her release came shortly after his.


    Afterward, he pulled her into his arms. Both of them were sated and out of breath.


    “I want to do that every night. I love every inch of you,” Clark said.


    Love. Anna’s eyes flew open.


    That wasn’t part of the equation.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The next morning, Clark was already awake when Anna opened her eyes. He stared at the ceiling.


    “Are you okay?” Anna asked, placing her hand on his cheek.


    “Jake is pissed I set up that job interview.”


    “Um,” she mumbled. Her eyes were closed, and a small smile tugged at the corner of her lips.


    “Why are you smiling?”


    “Because you can’t help yourself. You can’t stop meddling.”


    “I was helping.”


    Anna opened her eyes and looked into his. “Sometimes it can be the same thing.”


    “What is he going to accomplish by sitting in his apartment being depressed?”


    “That’s not the point,” Anna answered.


    “What is the point?” He was becoming more frustrated by the second. No one seemed to understand he was only trying to make things better for the people he loved. He was trying to be a responsible man that others looked to as a good advisor, a solid, reliable person.


    “Jake may be in a wheelchair, but he’s still a man who wants to make his own decisions.”


    “You think I don’t know he’s a man?”


    Anna pulled the sheet up to cover her breasts and scooted to the edge of the bed. She sat up and leaned against the headboard. “I think you always think your solutions are best, and while they might look that way to you, they don’t look that way to other people.”


    “I would never steer him wrong.”


    “I know that. So does Jake. But he wants to be the captain of his own ship.”


    Clark looked up at the ceiling. “That job was exactly what he needed.”


    “That’s for him to decide.”


    …


    Clark wasn’t getting it, and Anna was getting frustrated. With Louie at his dad’s, she’d hoped for a little morning session. Since he’d already ruined the mood, she decided to tell him about George dropping the custody motion. “I talked to George yesterday when I dropped off Louie. He’s dropping the custody motion.”


    “You think he’s serious?”


    “I do,” she answered. “I appreciate all you’ve done for us, but I can’t risk losing Louie. If it goes to court, we might win, but then again, we might not. I have to take the sure bet. Calling off the private detective gives me better odds.”


    “George is a better bet?”


    He voiced her deepest anxieties. She had no real reason to trust George and every reason in the world to trust Clark, but her fear of her ex-husband was so strong, and her trust issues rushed to the surface. “I don’t know. The thought of leaving the decision up to Judge Rafferty scares me to death. He’s so prejudiced against me he might side with George regardless of what he told you.”


    Clark propped his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling fan.


    “You have no feelings at all for me? Tell me the truth.”


    Anna tried to look away, but Clark put his hand on the back of her neck and forced her to look into his eyes. “This isn’t the time, Clark, and even if it were, we agreed it would be platonic. That our marriage was nothing more than a way to keep my son.”


    “We’re about a hundred and eighty degrees from platonic, and judging from the way you came, not once but twice, you were totally into it.”


    “I don’t want to talk about this. Not now. I don’t want to ruin what little time we have left. You’re a nice person, and I’ve loved the time we’ve had together, but we both knew going in that it wasn’t a permanent arrangement.”


    “Can’t we change that?”


    She wanted to say yes, tell Clark how she felt about him and see what they could do to make their marriage real, but she couldn’t. She’d lived on the edge too long. Fear and worry had been her constant companions. She needed some time on her own. George had saved her from her parents, and Clark had saved her and Louie from George.


    And no matter how wonderful the past few months had been, she was still the same Anna.


    Anna needed to save herself for once. “I’m sorry, Clark.”


    …


    A nice person? What the heck?


    “Nice is the best you can do? Next you’ll be telling me we can still be friends.”


    Anna’s eyes burned with emotion. “I thought it was a compliment.”


    “Not after last night. Nice is helping an old lady cross the street. Nice is holding the door open for someone. Nice is not dressing up in that outfit, making love to me, and then pretending like it doesn’t matter.” His emotions, a mixture of anger and heartbreak, warred inside him. He wanted to punch a wall. But more, he wanted to take Anna into his arms and tell her his truest feelings. Again. But that would be the wrong thing to do. For both of them.


    You don’t deserve her. Or Louie.


    “You’re a wonderful, generous person. Is that better?”


    “No. Not at all. As a matter of fact, it’s even worse.” He’d lost steam, but it still hurt and he couldn’t give up the fight.


    “I’m not looking for long term. You knew that going in.”


    “Things change. People fall…” He stopped himself.


    “I haven’t changed, Clark.”


    “No matter what you may feel for me, you’re not going to let this be anything more than a fling?” He didn’t know why, but it felt better to put the blame on her.


    “I don’t feel anything for you,” she said. She looked everywhere but at him.


    “That’s a lie, and we both know it.”


    After putting on the robe and cinching it tightly at the waist, Anna said, “I’m sorry, Clark. I really am.” She walked out and closed the door.


    What the heck have I been thinking?


    He’d been foolish to believe Anna was his chance at happiness. She had a way of making him feel like he was enough. That he didn’t have to make everything right all the time. When he was with her, sometimes he forgot the guilt, forgot the black cloud he’d been living under since the accident. Anna was like a drug.


    It wasn’t emotion. It was sex. Pure and simple. The bedroom action had taken his mind off his guilt. It was a distraction that kept him from worrying about Jake all the time. Since Anna and Louie had moved into the cabin, he’d spent very little time with Jake.


    Not only was he a fool, but he was also a nasty friend.


    Anna was right. A relationship between the two of them wasn’t what he needed.


    He needed to finish out the term of this fake marriage and focus on making things right with Jake.


    He’d fixed Anna’s problem. Now he needed to fix his best friend’s.


    …


    Anna was a liar.


    She did have feelings for Clark. Feelings so strong there weren’t words to describe them. Passion. Respect. Admiration. Heat. All mixed together until her whole body felt like a hundred and twenty pounds of raw emotion.


    Anna sank onto her bed and tugged her robe more tightly around her.


    Hurting Clark had never been in the plan. Even if he was meddlesome and a wee bit controlling, he’d done nothing but good things for her and her son. He’d saved Louie from George, given them a nice place to live. Rescued Chewy from the animal shelter. Loved her son.


    The months in the cabin had been the happiest of Anna’s life.


    And as soon as she could pack their things, it would all be over.


    How will I feel when I don’t see Clark on a daily basis? How cold will my bed on Florida Street be?


    She’d get over it. Anna had already faced a lot of really hard things in her life. This was just one more bump in the road. In just a few days, she and Louie would be back in their cozy rental house. Back on a normal schedule. Anna’s job was to raise her son. She didn’t have the luxury of falling in love. Trusting another man with her heart or Louie’s heart. Especially a man who didn’t always tell her everything.


    Someday, when Louie was an adult, she’d have time. Time to go to nursing school. Time to fall in love. It wasn’t that long. Only ten years. Ten long, miserable, cold years. Could she go without affection, sex for that long?


    Clark had opened some secret door deep inside her, turned her into an oversexed fool. She had itches that were going to need scratching. Why couldn’t their relationship just be hot sex? Purely physical?


    Because it wasn’t. In the few months she’d been living with him, she’d begun to have feelings for Clark. Deep ones that almost made her believe in love again.


    No way was she falling into that trap again. Not with him. Not only was love trash, plain and utter misery, but she also couldn’t stand the idea of Clark always controlling things behind her back and convincing himself he was doing the best thing for her. So far, it had worked in her favor, but if she did stay with him, eventually the tide would turn and there would be a situation that wouldn’t work to her advantage.


    She had to stand on her own two feet, build the confidence to change her life. She had to show Louie she could do it.


    She was sticking to the original plan. Paying her own bills and raising her son.


    Love was a complication she didn’t need.


    Anna fell back onto the mattress and stared at the lazy circle of the ceiling fan.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Anna and Clark spent the next few weeks barely speaking to each other. There was nothing left to say. She’d moved back into her bedroom, and they merely mumbled when they passed in the hallway or reached for the coffee pot at the same time.


    Clark spent most of his time at his office in town or in the backyard with Louie and Chewy. Her son had become a much better baseball player, and he’d decided to play with his friends in an afterschool league.


    In late September, her landlord called and assured her that all the mold had been cleaned and the interior of the rental house had been repainted. There was no reason to stay.


    The summer had ended, and with Louie back in school, it was easy to pack. Even though they’d been in the cabin for four months, they mainly had clothes, shoes, and toys. Anna found the boxes they’d used to move in and filled them with the things they wouldn’t need for the next several days.


    She planned to have everything moved back in to her rental house by the time she picked Louie up. It should be a moment of pure happiness, but there was anxiety mixed in and a truckload of disappointment.


    She’d made her choice. When Clark asked if they could choose to stay together, she’d shut him down. She tamped down the mixed feelings and focused on how she was going to explain everything to Louie.


    He was going to be upset. Not only were he and Clark closely bonded, he had no idea they’d be moving back to Florida Street so soon. Then there was the problem of Chewy.


    Incredible.


    She’d fixed one problem and created two more.


    She took a break from packing and brewed a cup of coffee. Clark was at work. Anna planned on thinking everything through before he got home. She needed a plan. The best plan. The easiest plan.


    After rolling the problems over and over in her mind, she decided the Band-Aid approach was best. Move out as quickly as possible, put the marriage, the cabin, and Clark behind her as fast as possible.


    No time like the present.


    Anna grabbed a new box from Louie’s room and started packing his Matchbox cars. A couple of hours later, she was putting her clothes in a battered suitcase when Clark walked into the bedroom. “Going someplace?”


    She tucked her hands into the pockets of her shorts. “It’s been a while since George dropped the motion, and the landlord called to tell me the house is ready.”


    “It hasn’t been that long since George dropped the motion. It could still look suspicious. Don’t you think you should stay? At least through the end of the year?”


    Anna knew that if she stayed another month, or even another week, her resolve would weaken and she’d never leave. “I wish I could, but I need to be on my own. I need to prove myself to myself.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “When I was a teenager and I didn’t get accepted to nursing school, I ran from my parents and straight to George. When George threatened to take Louie, I ran straight to you. I’ve been living by the skin of my teeth for years, and I’m tired of it. I need to restructure my life so that I can believe in myself.”


    “If George files again, we can’t plan another fake marriage.”


    “I need to learn to face my life on my own, and that includes standing up to people on my own.”


    “You’re afraid I’ll always try to fix things, aren’t you?”


    She didn’t have the heart to answer him. “I’ll never be able to thank you. For everything.”


    He shook his head. “No thanks needed.”


    “I’ll be out first thing in the morning, and you can go back to your regular life.”


    “What about Louie?”


    “It’s probably easier if I just have everything done before he gets home.”


    Clark shook his head. “I’d like to see him before you go, let him spend one more night with Chewy. That’s all I ask.”


    She didn’t trust herself to stay in the cabin a moment longer than necessary. “I can bring him over for a visit.”


    “It’s not the same. Please. One more night here once Louie gets back, and then you can go.”


    For some reason, she couldn’t deny him. “Okay. I’m sure it will be nice for you to get back to peace and quiet.”


    “It hasn’t been so bad.”


    “No, it hasn’t,” she agreed.


    The air between them was supercharged, filled with attraction and regret. Loaded with things neither of them was willing to say.


    “Let me know if I can help. I’m going upstairs to get some work done,” he said from the doorway. “I want to be the one who tells Louie that Chewy is going to have to stay with me when the adventure’s over.”


    “Thank you.” Her voice cracked, and she didn’t trust herself to say another word.


    “My mess, my fix,” he said.


    Anna watched him go and tried to ignore the shattering of her heart into a million pieces.


    …


    He’d been telling himself since the beginning, that even after Anna left, he could still have a relationship with Louie. But he’d known in his heart it wouldn’t be the same. The heat between him and Anna would make it difficult for them to see each other, and after the broken nose and the threatening letter, he was pretty sure George wouldn’t be thrilled for him to spend time with Louie when he and Anna divorced.


    The dog.


    The beagle was growing into a fine companion who followed the boy everywhere. His leash training was going well and he was on the way to becoming house-trained. It would break Louie’s heart to leave the dog.


    He’d call Anna’s landlord. Pay him a hefty deposit to allow the dog. No little boy should be without a canine companionship.


    No. She wanted to do things on her own, and he had to give her that opportunity. Just like with Jake and the estimator job. Clark had to start respecting what other people wanted in their own lives.


    The marriage had gone mostly as planned. Even if it had ended a little sooner than expected, the end result was that Anna had Louie. For keeps. The fixer in Clark felt like he’d accomplished the goal. The man in Clark felt like his world was crumbling.


    Louie was in the yard with Chewy when Clark went downstairs.


    “Can we teach him to sit, Clark? I think he’s ready.”


    “Sure. We can give it a shot.”


    How am I going to explain this to Louie? Is there a good way, a better way, to break a kid’s heart?


    Clark shook his head and exhaled. The sooner the better.


    “Let’s sit him up on the picnic table so he’ll pay more attention.”


    Chewy liked the picnic table. He paced from side to side, sniffing and inspecting it nail by nail. “Grab his collar and push his butt down. Gently. Very gently. You just want to show him what you expect. Once he sits, give him one of these.” Clark took some puppy treats from his pocket. “Watch.” He demonstrated several times. “Now you try it.”


    Louie did it just right. By the sixth or seventh time, Chewy was getting the command every time.


    “Let him play for a while. You and I need to talk.”


    Louie’s eyes went wide. “Did I mess up?”


    Clark ruffled his hair. “No. You’re doing an excellent job with him. I just need to tell you a few things.”


    They walked through the grass hand in hand. “When you and your mom moved into the cabin with me, we told you that it was only for a few months, remember?”


    Louie nodded.


    Clark decided on the most direct approach. “You and your mom will be going back to your old house soon.”


    Louie stopped and looked up at Clark. “But what about you? What about Chewy? We’re a family now.”


    “We’ll always be a family, buddy. It’s just time for you and your mom to move back to Florida Street. Chewy can stay with me, and you can visit him anytime it’s okay with your mom.”


    Tears welled up in the little boy’s eyes. “But I like it here.”


    “I know you do, and I’ve loved having you here.”


    “Can I come spend the night?”


    “Anytime it’s okay with your mom.”


    Louie sniffled. “I’ll miss you and Chewy. A lot.”


    “We’ll miss you, too.”


    Louie reached his arms up to Clark, something he usually only did at bedtime when he wanted to snuggle with his mom. Clark picked him up and held him close. He inhaled the scent of little boy’s sweat.


    Goodness, I’ll miss this kid.


    …


    The next morning, Louie didn’t say a word on the way back to the rental house.


    It didn’t take a genius to figure out he was angry.


    Someday, when he was old enough to understand, Anna would explain it all to him. His dad’s bid for custody, the fake marriage. She’d never hurt him this badly. He’d never been so mad at her.


    She’d kept him with her but at a very high price.


    The grass in her front yard was nearly knee high. She was a little surprised that Clark hadn’t hired a lawn service. He rarely missed a detail, but she was glad he’d missed that one. It made it feel like her house was still hers alone. When she finished unloading the boxes and Louie’s bike, she’d have to fire up the old push mower. Back to the grind. Even though she hadn’t booked any new cleaning clients yet, she had some leads. While she had a little savings in the bank, she knew it would only take one minor disaster to wipe her out again.


    Back to the same worries.


    “Help me carry some things inside, honey,” she said when she pulled into the driveway and put the car in park. “Then you can play with your friends. Maybe visit Mrs. Rosemiller. I’m sure she’s missed you.”


    A grunt came from the backseat.


    “I know you’re upset, bud, but it was always meant to be a short-term adventure. It wasn’t supposed to be forever.”


    “But I liked it there. Plans can change. You always say so yourself.”


    He had her there. She did say that. A lot.


    Anna sighed. Hang in there. He’ll forget in a day or two and everything will go back to normal.


    She hoped her heart would be back to normal in a day or two, too.


    The house looked dingy and felt stuffy. She opened all the windows and turned on the ceiling fans. She took a candle from a box and placed it on the stove. The last time it was burning, she’d been with Clark. In his bed. She shivered at the thought.


    Who says sex is dead after marriage?


    By sundown, she’d unpacked, mowed the grass, and warmed a frozen pizza. Louie was still giving her the silent treatment. He wouldn’t even watch Redhawk versus the Blot. Anna collapsed on the sofa and picked up a paperback.


    The words swam in front of her eyes. She couldn’t keep her mind in the story. It kept wandering back to Clark.


    She had to get over him. They had a deal. They’d stuck to the deal. The term of the contract had expired. End of story.


    Anna looked at the pearl ring on her finger. It was so beautiful. She’d have to give it back, even though Clark had told her when he’d proposed it was hers to keep. It wouldn’t be right to keep it. He might want to give it to his real wife someday.


    Tomorrow. She’d take it off tomorrow and have Taylor return it to him.


    Then it would be finished.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Clark’s cell phone rang at five minutes after three. After dropping the phone on the floor, he scrambled to answer it before it went to voicemail. He’d fallen asleep on the sofa, unwilling to face his empty bed. Two weeks on the lumpy couch had been hell on his back.


    “Hello?”


    “You need to get to the hospital,” Taylor said. “It’s Jake.”


    “Twenty minutes.” He clicked end. He slid his legs into a pair of jeans he grabbed off the top of the hamper and grabbed a clean T-shirt. Two minutes later, he was in the truck speeding toward Asheville. He pressed the gas pedal to the floor and watched the speedometer tick upward.


    He covered nearly twenty-four miles in thirty minutes. He pulled into a space and jogged inside. The automatic doors slid open with a hiss and he hurried toward the information desk. “Jake Davis,” he said.


    The woman behind the desk tapped several keys. “He’s not in a room yet. Still in the ER. Have a seat, and I’ll let you know when they move him to a room.”


    “Is he going to be okay?”


    “Sir, I’m not at liberty to discuss any of Mr. Davis’s medical issues with you. Just have a seat, and I’ll keep you posted.”


    There was no way he could sit. “Thanks,” he muttered and strode toward the ER.


    It was chaos in the ER. The waiting room was packed and several people stood at the registration desk. Clark pushed his way to the front. “Jake Davis,” he said. “I need to see him.”


    “You’ll have to wait, sir. Just like everyone else.” The tired-looking woman behind the counter pointed to the growing line.


    “But I need to see—”


    “Get in line,” she said before he could finish.


    Clark got in line and dialed Taylor. When she was on duty, she rarely answered her personal cell. He crossed his fingers and hoped to hear his sister’s voice.


    Voicemail.


    The line was moving slower than molasses. By the time he got to the front, it would be dawn. On a whim, he tried Jake’s cell.


    “Yeah?” Jake answered.


    Clark breathed a sigh of relief. “Are you okay?”


    “Not sure,” he said.


    “I’m in the ER now. I’ll come back as soon as they’ll let me.”


    “Okay.”


    “What happened?”


    “It’s a long story.” Jake’s voice held none of the humor, none of the mischief it normally held.


    “Have a nurse come and get me.”


    “Okay.” Jake hung up the phone.


    A few minutes later, just as Clark ran out of Candy Crush lives on his smartphone, a nurse came into the waiting room and escorted him back to Jake’s room.


    He hated seeing his friend like this. Once muscular and vigorous, Jake was wan and pale. He looked like he hadn’t been out in the sun in months. Dark circles ringed his eyes and he’d aged ten years in just a few months.


    And it was all Clark’s fault.


    “Hey, Goose,” Clark said, placing his hand on the rail of the bed and looking down at Jake. “What happened?”


    “My leg was hurting. It was swollen and red. Mom insisted I come to the ER.”


    “What’s the diagnosis?”


    “Blood clot.”


    When Jake had checked out the facility that helped him get used to wheelchair living, they’d warned his friends and family that immobility could lead to blood clots. People in wheelchairs were at a much higher risk than people who moved their legs regularly.


    “What are they doing?”


    Jake raised his hand and pointed to the IV pump beside the bed. “Blood thinners. Hoping it doesn’t move to my lungs.”


    “What happens if it does?”


    “Major problems.”


    Clark sat in the chair beside the bed. “Need anything?”


    “Nope.” Jake picked up the remote and clicked on the television.


    Clark googled blood clots then pulmonary embolism. It all sounded pretty dang scary. No wonder Jake didn’t want to talk about it.


    After two episodes of Ink Master on Spike, Jake pressed the button to raise his bed. “What’s going on with you?”


    “Same trash, different day.” It had been their customary response for as long as Clark could remember.


    “That’s not what Taylor says,” Jake said.


    “What does Taylor say?” He should’ve known his sister would tell Jake everything. She’d had a crush on him since forever, and Jake seemed to be the only person in town who hadn’t noticed.


    “That your marriage to Anna wasn’t exactly platonic.”


    Clark breathed out a lungful of air and slid back in his chair. “It was pretty hot for a while.”


    “What happened?”


    “She’s stubborn and pigheaded and wouldn’t listen to reason.”


    Jake smiled for the first time since Clark had come into the room. “And you’re nosy and push your way into everyone’s business.”


    “Am not,” Clark said. “I just try to be helpful.”


    Jake rolled his eyes. “Helpful is changing a stranded motorist’s tire. Marrying a woman you barely know to save her kid from her ex-husband is pushing it.”


    “It was my fault she nearly lost custody.”


    “Everything in the world is your fault, Clark. You’d have taken responsibility for Hurricane Katrina if FEMA had given you half a chance.”


    “But everything is my fault, Jake. Anna nearly losing custody, you being in a wheelchair.”


    “Stop right there.” Jake’s voice was firm. “My missing leg is not your fault. I’ve told you that since the beginning.”


    “But if I hadn’t tried to get the phone from you—”


    “Stop it! For goodness sake, Clark. Stop it. I made the decision that night. I wouldn’t shut up until you agreed to drive me. I’m an adult. I made the decision. My leg is not your fault.” Jake’s face was red and his temper, which had been dormant since the accident, flared back to life. “Stop trying to take responsibility for everyone else’s decisions.”


    Clark felt his face flush. “How am I the bad guy when I am simply trying to make right what I’ve done wrong?”


    Jake shook his head. “You just don’t get it, do you? You’re missing your life because you’re too focused on misplaced guilt.”


    “It’s not misplaced when I caused the original problem.”


    “Idiot. Look, I get it. Your parents were totally absent and you had to make sure everything was just right so that Taylor would never know they were so self-absorbed. But it’s time to stop making up for things that happened years ago.


    “Did you force me to get in the car with you? Did you create the weather that caused the icy roads? Did you wrestle me for the phone just so you could steer the car off the side of the mountain just for the heck of it?”


    “I should’ve been more responsible.”


    “No. You should be more realistic. You’re not God, you’re not Goodness. Heck, you’re not even psychic. How the heck could you possibly have known we were going to crash?”


    “I didn’t, but—”


    “As for George and Anna, he’s been threatening to sue her for custody of Louie since they initially separated. It’s his way of controlling her. The Redhawk incident was just an easy way try to do it. If you hadn’t clocked him, which by all accounts, he had coming, he would’ve found something else.”


    “It’s ironic, isn’t it? I don’t really make things right. Nine times out of ten, I make them worse.”


    Jake looked his best friend in the eye. “Everything will never be right. Things fall apart, rubbish happens. We end up in places and situations we never expected to end up, but it’s okay. It’s the way it’s supposed to be. And for the record, some things are better when they’re a little messed up.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like a woman’s hair after she’d been thoroughly and righteously messed.”


    Clark smiled, remembering Anna’s curls all tangled and damp. “Point taken.”


    “I won’t ever get my leg back. But you know what? I’ve learned a lot from everything I’ve had to go through, and while I may be a little depressed and a little pissed off, I’m working through it. I’m pretty sure I’m going to be a better man after all this trash. Stop trying to micromanage and manipulate everything.” Jake glared at him. “You’re getting on everyone’s nerves.”


    “Everyone?”


    “Everyone,” Jake repeated.


    “Are you calling me some kind of control freak?”


    “Yep. Card-carrying member of the control-freak club.”


    Clark had never seen himself that way. In his mind, he was being honorable, upstanding, and responsible. But Jake had a point. He’d spent the first thirty years of his life trying to keep everything neat and orderly. It wasn’t just about helping. It was about keeping everything under control. Organized. In the box.


    And it hadn’t worked.


    If he’d let Jake scream at the band, he might not have wrecked the car. If he’d just taken Taylor’s advice and dated Anna, he might have been able to convince her to stay in his life forever.


    “What do you suggest, Dr. Jake?”


    Jake ran his fingers through his shaggy hair. “Find a way to keep Anna and Louie in your life. Permanently.”


    “She doesn’t want anything permanent.”


    “Is that what she told you?”


    “About a thousand times.”


    “Ever heard the line ‘Thou doth protest too much?’”


    “Hamlet,” Clark said.


    Jake nodded. “From everything Taylor’s told me, you two are meant for each other. You need to get your head out of your rear, roll up your sleeves, and get as dirty as you need to in order to get Anna back for real.”


    “I like the sound of that.” Clark grinned. “Especially the dirty part.”


    “Keep the details to yourself.”


    …


    October was the longest month of Anna’s life, and she wasn’t even halfway through it. Instead of enjoying time with Louie, she barked at him over minor things. She wasn’t sleeping well. Her queen-size bed felt huge and empty. She’d cleaned the house from top to bottom five or six times in just a couple of weeks, trying to burn off extra energy, trying to ease the twitchy, restless feeling. Trying to forget Clark.


    The house on Florida Street wasn’t the same. She missed the cabin. The large, private back porch, the hot tub. Even the pantry. Her face flushed with the memory.


    Anna missed Clark.


    She also missed sex.


    How in the world did I go without for so long?


    Every day since they’d moved home, Louie had begged to visit Clark and Chewy. He wanted to play outside with the dog, and the cabin had a much better yard. Louie missed his bunk bed. The baseball practice on the lawn. Clark. Chewy. Clark. Chewy.


    She never wanted to hear another C word. Ever.


    It was becoming more and more difficult to put Louie off. She’d made every excuse she could think of, and he was becoming increasingly insistent.


    “But, Mom, you promised we could go visit,” Louie whined. He’d spent the day at Mrs. Rosemiller’s while Anna cleaned two houses. “I miss them.” He pooched his lip out and widened his big blue eyes.


    “We’ll visit them soon, honey. I’ll set something up.”


    By “set something up,” she meant she’d call Taylor and beg her to take Louie out to Clark’s. She didn’t trust herself to even call him, much less visit. It was still too fresh. She needed at least another week. Maybe by then she could handle the sight of him, the smell of him. She’d work up to it.


    She folded the last pair of Louie’s shorts and stacked them on the pile of laundry. Three houses tomorrow and then a couple of days off. She wished she had the money to take Louie to Carowinds, a theme park in Charlotte, but the checking account was already stretched tightly.


    Anna sighed. The months at the cabin had been such a wonderful vacation. It had renewed her in body, mind, and spirit. But now she was back in a crummy rental house, broke, exhausted, and sexually frustrated.


    I chose this. This is exactly what I want. Me and Louie. Our house. Our life. Our decisions.


    Why did it feel so empty?


    …


    Taylor’s subdivision had a heated pool. Even though it was October, it was unseasonably warm, and a good swim might be the perfect escape. Since they’d moved back to Florida Street, Louie had asked incessant questions about when he was going to see Clark and Chewy. On Saturday afternoon, Anna threw a tote bag filled with towels, water bottles, and sunscreen into the backseat of her car. In the very bottom of the tote bag was a velvet box with the pearl engagement ring. She’d leave it at Taylor’s so Clark could pick it up the next time he visited.


    When they arrived, Taylor had already claimed a grouping of lounge chairs on the far side of the pool deck. Anna placed her things on one of them then handed Louie his goggles. “Stay in the shallow end. Aunt Taylor and I will be right here, okay?”


    He nodded. “Will you come in later?”


    “We’ll see.”


    “That means no, doesn’t it?”


    “Half an hour, and we’ll swim with you, okay?”


    He looked at the clock mounted above the restrooms. “I’ll come get you when it’s time.”


    After Anna shed her cover-up and settled onto her chair, she said. “I thought we’d never get here. Thank goodness we were coming to the pool. Otherwise I’d never have gotten Louie to stop begging to see Clark and Chewy.”


    “He’s really missing them, huh?” Taylor didn’t look up from her magazine.


    “Yeah. He really bonded with Clark. I want them to stay close. It’s just that, well, I think he needs more time to readjust to our house. Our rules.”


    Taylor dropped the magazine and pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head. She turned to face Anna. “Are you sure Louie is the only one missing Clark and the dog?”


    Anna’s best friend knew her all too well. “I may be missing them. A little.”


    “A little?”


    Anna exhaled loudly. “Okay, maybe more than a little.”


    “Why don’t you call Clark, then?”


    “That would just open a can of worms. Regardless of the feelings I have for him, I can’t live with someone who’s so determined to fix everything.”


    “Why not? His solution worked for keeping Louie.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You can’t avoid the question forever. I’m just going to keep asking.”


    Anna stood. “I’m going for a swim.”


    Taylor shrugged. “I’ll get you to talk. Eventually.”


    After a couple more hours at the pool, the three of them were worn out and decided to head back to Taylor’s for dinner.


    “I’ve got some chicken in the fridge. I thought we could grill it, along with some vegetables. Want some wine?”


    Anna shook her head. “I’d better not. Kid duty.”


    “I can grill chicken. Clark taught me,” Louie said. Then he sighed and crossed his arms. “I miss Clark and Chewy.”


    Anna took a deep breath. “Here we go again,” she said under her breath.


    Taylor handed her a glass. “A glass or two won’t hurt. You can always crash here if you feel woozy.”


    “Thanks. Maybe one glass.” The last time she’d had a glass of wine she’d been with Clark. Her mind flashed back to the afternoon they’d spent at Max Patch. She wished he could feel that way again, even if it was only for a few minutes.


    “Mom, when can we visit Clark and Chewy?” Louie looked up at her with huge eyes. “You said we could.”


    “We will, honey. Soon. I promise. Now, why don’t you go play in the yard while Aunt Taylor and I get dinner ready?”


    He nodded and went through the sliding glass doors that led to the fenced yard.


    “Goodness, I’m exhausted. Totally exhausted. He asks about them at least a dozen times a day.”


    “He loves them. He can’t understand why they were just jerked out of his life.”


    Jerked. The word fired something in Anna. She and Louie had been a two-person team for so long, it was hard to imagine he was drawing security from anyone else.


    “I know they got pretty close, but it was supposed to be an adventure, not a long-term thing.”


    “Did you explain that to Louie?”


    “Of course I did.”


    Taylor opened the fridge and took out the chicken breasts. “He misses his dog. Call Clark and arrange a time for him to visit.”


    “I don’t want to talk to Clark. Not yet.”


    “What happened between the two of you? He won’t talk, you won’t talk. What gives?”


    “It was okay. Just not meant to last.”


    Taylor tossed a dishcloth onto the counter and took a large sip of her wine. “I’m done. You and I have been best friends forever. Clark and I have been close our whole lives. I’m pissed off neither of you will even talk to me about it. What the heck?”


    Anna leaned on the counter. “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you.”


    “Incredible.” Taylor turned her back on Anna and began washing vegetables.


    The silent treatment always killed her.


    “The feelings that developed between Clark and I weren’t platonic. They were a little more than either of us bargained for, and it makes things tense.”


    Taylor whirled around and faced her best friend. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You found someone you could possibly love and you piss it away because it wasn’t what you planned? Because one little thing about him is enough to offset the long list of amazing things? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Do you know what I’d give for a chance at love, even with someone who’s imperfect?”


    “It’s not that simple. I have Louie to think about.” Just as she said his name, he ran by the sliding glass door, garden hose in hand. He was soaked from head to toe. In his only dry clothes. Clark would’ve laughed about it. The thought made Anna even more depressed. “My job is to raise that little boy. I can think about myself when he’s older.”


    Taylor rolled her eyes. “Because that’s a smart way to raise a kid. Loosen up, Anna. For goodness sake, the martyr bit is getting a little old. You’re not even thirty, and you act as if you’re done living.”


    “I’m a mom, Taylor. That makes everything different.”


    “No one does everything alone. It’s not healthy. There’s a huge difference in marrying someone with an agenda other than love. I know you thought you loved George, and with Louie on the way, you made the only decision you could, but it’s not the same with Clark.”


    “But Louie has to see me as an independent woman who’s determined to make it on her own.”


    “Being a mom doesn’t mean you have to do it all without a man. Why don’t you stop thinking so much and go for what you want for a change?”


    “What I want doesn’t matter,” Anna said through gritted teeth. She was becoming very frustrated with this conversation. “What matters is I’m a good mom to Louie.”


    Taylor slammed back the last of the wine in her glass and poured herself more. “And Clark was a good dad to him.”


    He’d been wonderful to her son. He’d taught him so many things that she couldn’t have. The realization hit Anna with the force of a hurricane. Clark loved Louie. And he loved her, too. She wasn’t sure how that changed the situation, if at all.


    “How does having a boyfriend or a husband who loves Louie—and would give his life to protect the kid—prevent you from meeting your son’s needs? It only makes it richer.”


    “I want Louie to think I’m strong.”


    “I’ve always been frank with you.” Taylor bit her lip, as if she were trying to find the perfect words. “If you choose to keep up this martyr bit, you’re teaching Louie he can’t ever be more than what he is. That his dreams don’t matter. You’re showing him the only thing in life is duty, and I think that sucks. He deserves a mom who’s happy and balanced and not afraid to go after what she wants.”


    Anna’s ears burned. Her face felt hot and flushed. Taylor had never been one to pull any punches, so Anna wasn’t surprised or offended by her bluntness. “But I also have to teach him to take risks and stand up for himself. I’ve been afraid of George for years. I’ve cowered every time, allowed him to bully me from all the way across town. I have to show Louie that I’m stronger than that.”


    “While some of this may be valid, it’s about eighty percent trash. Your son isn’t the only reason you’re running from Clark. You’re scared. George was a jerk, and you’re assuming Clark might be, too. He’s not. Yes, he’s nosy. Yes, he should ask before he plows ahead and takes charge of things that aren’t his business, but he’s a wonderful man. You shouldn’t brush him off just because he’s not perfect.”


    Taylor was right.


    Her sacrifices weren’t all for Louie, and they weren’t all helping him, either. He’d do better with a solid male presence in his life. He liked Clark. He loved Chewy.


    She didn’t have to forego all her dreams to be a good mother.


    She could find a way to balance it all. Love, motherhood, work. She and Clark had been doing just fine in the months they were married.


    Clark was just a take-charge guy who sometimes overstepped his bounds. It was irritating and drove her insane, but his intentions were golden. Clark’s meddling wasn’t for his own gain. Instead, he did it to make other people’s lives easier, happier. For the first time, she really appreciated the steps he’d taken to make sure she and Louie stayed together.


    She and Clark were more alike than she’d wanted to admit.


    Could she live with a man who always tried to fix things?


    The bigger question was could she live without him.


    Her heart told her she couldn’t, that she’d be a fool to let Clark slip away when they’d had so much fun being married.


    Married.


    In the eyes of the law, they were still husband and wife. Clark had promised to file, but she hadn’t gotten any paperwork yet. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe she could remain Mrs. Clark Wainwright.


    She at least wanted to discuss it with Clark before she signed anything.


    “Can you watch Louie tonight?” Anna asked Taylor.


    With a sly smile, Taylor asked, “Why?”


    “I need to sort something out.”


    Taylor smiled. “Good girl. Call me tomorrow.”


    Anna slid the unfinished glass of wine to the side. She grabbed her purse and told Louie good-bye. As she walked out the front door, Taylor yelled, “And next time I want the truth. From the start.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    There was only one thing left to fix, and then Clark was going cold turkey.


    A reformed meddler.


    Anna. He wanted another chance with her. A real chance. Not one based on his messed-up need to make everything right.


    Jake had been dead on the money. Clark had spent his life trying to fix everything. More than once, he’d fixed something only to make the situation worse. Anna, and his relationship with her, was a prime example.


    If he’d just apologized, paid George’s medical bill, and asked her for a dinner date, maybe he could’ve established a real relationship. The chemistry was there. The attraction was there. He and Anna had so much in common. He really liked her. But instead of behaving like a normal human being, he’d swooped in like some superhero and tried to make everything perfect.


    Custody had never really been his issue to contend with in the first place, but he’d realized how important it was for Louie to stay with Anna. No matter the cost, he wasn’t willing to let another little boy grow up at the hands of a critical, hateful father. Not if he could do something about it.


    But he’d learned an important lesson. It was always better to let other people find their own way in the world. It was better to be a source of support than a fixer.


    He had to show Anna he’d changed. Clark went through a dozen scenarios in his head, discarded them one by one until he landed on a perfect setup sure to lure Anna into his scheme.


    Clark fired up the F-150 and headed to the costume shop.


    “I need the worst superhero costume you have.”


    The woman behind the counter tilted her head to the side and pursed her lips. “I don’t understand why anyone would want a terrible costume.”


    Time to turn on the charm. “It’s kind of a long story, but the truth is, I’ve upset my wife.” My wife. “I need to make things right with her. I want to make her laugh.”


    How many times, just in the last year, had he uttered that phrase? “Make things right.” No wonder it was starting to piss people off.


    The lady warmed up instantly. “I have an idea. Let’s search the damaged ones in the back room. Maybe we can find something just perfect.”


    He followed her back to a storeroom filled with all sorts of abandoned costumes. Pirates mixed with princesses, warlocks tossed onto piles with vampires. “Where should we start?”


    The woman shrugged. “We haven’t cleaned this room in years. See what you can find. It’s on the house.”


    Clark would’ve much rather purchased three costumes from the neat and orderly racks than dig through this mess, but he was doing it for Anna. Imperfection was key. No matter how much it itched.


    An hour later, he emerged into the store with an armful of spandex in a veritable rainbow of colors. “How much do I owe you?”


    The woman was flipping through a magazine. “Not a dime. I’m just glad you’re taking it off our hands. Less to clean up.”


    “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”


    “You do that. And send us a picture of the costume. We like to put them up on the wall.” She pointed to a corkboard lined with photos behind her. No way was he sending them one.


    After a stop at the craft store, he headed to the cabin to assemble the costume. He threw the shopping bags onto the bed and got to work.


    An hour later, he looked in the mirror.


    He’d certainly accomplished the goal. Nothing matched. Yellow leggings with avocado green underpants over them. Like a seventies nightmare come to life. The cape was black with a red reverse, no doubt originally part of a vampire costume, and it was ripped in several very obvious places. Bright-red boots that looked like they belonged to a professional wrestler’s garb completed the look.


    He elected not to wear a mask, even though he had several to choose from. He wanted Anna to be able to see his face, hopefully read the sincerity in it.


    In short, he looked ridiculous. Just what he intended. He smiled into the mirror and hoped like mad the plan worked. He wasn’t sure he could stand one more night in the bed alone. He couldn’t stand one more night without Anna in his arms.


    Clark jogged up to his loft office and sat down at his computer. He quickly printed the pièce de résistance and placed it on his chest with double-sided tape. Along with a mismatched bunch of artificial flowers, he totally looked the part of Captain Won’t Try to Fix It.


    He tried very hard not to itch at the mismatched and ripped costume. He wanted to run back to the store and get a nice, shiny matching costume in a nice package. But he wasn’t going to give in to the urge. Clark was turning over a new leaf.


    “Come on, Chewy. We’re going for a ride,” he said, grabbing his keys off the foyer table. The dog nipped at his heels and jumped up and down. “Too bad I don’t have a costume for you, too. Louie would love to see you dressed as my sidekick.” At the mention of the boy’s name, the dog went crazy. Clark snapped a leash onto his collar and said, “I know. I miss him, too. Let’s try to get him back to the cabin.”


    When he opened the door, Anna was standing on the other side. Chewy pulled at the leash and jumped onto Anna’s leg, leaving a scratch.


    Clark pulled back on the leash. “Chewy, down.”


    Anna bent and ran her hands along the dog’s back as if to calm his nerves. “He’s grown,” she said, looking up at him. Clark’s heart skipped a beat and he couldn’t speak. “Can we talk?” she asked and stood.


    He nodded and gestured for her to come inside.


    He sat on the sofa, as she took the chair by the fireplace. Judging by her stiff body language, she was here to ask him to file for divorce as quickly as possible. He’d promised himself every day since she and Louie had left that he’d go by the attorney’s office. Every day, he’d put it off, told himself tomorrow would be the day.


    Then, after the scare with Jake and coming to terms with his flaws, he’d decided to skip the attorney and win her back.


    But now it was too late.


    …


    If Anna had to describe the costume in two words or less, she’d say “visually assaulting.”


    He was still holding flowers, except they didn’t look like flowers she’d expect to see outside the confines of a cemetery.


    It was comforting to know she wasn’t the only one cracking up.


    Chewy had gotten over his initial excitement and was gnawing on his leash. He seemed to be paying no attention to either of them. Guess the dog hadn’t missed her as much as she’d missed him.


    “Are you doing birthday parties as a business now?”


    He shook his head. “I had a plan. I was going on another superhero mission.” He pointed to his chest. “Ah, incredible. I must have lost my sign. There’s irony in that somewhere, but right now I’m just nervous that you’re here to beg me to file the divorce papers.”


    Anna wrinkled her brow. “What sign? What plan? What is going on, Clark? Have you been drinking?”


    “Nope, although I wish I had been. It might take the edge off a bit.”


    “I’ll put Chewy in the backyard for now. Can you pour us some wine?”


    “I would love to.”


    Clark brought the bottle into the living room along with two glasses. He poured one for Anna and handed it to her. “I don’t want to get divorced,” he said when she sat back in the chair and took a sip of her wine.


    “You don’t?” Her heart did something weird, fluttery. “You don’t want a divorce?”


    He shook his head. “I want to see if we can make our marriage work.”


    “But it wasn’t a real marriage,” she said. “We agreed that it was on paper only.”


    “My heart didn’t get the memo.” When he grinned, he looked boyish, and if she weren’t already in love with him, she would’ve fallen in that moment.


    “Mine, either,” Anna admitted. “But what if the heat is all there is?”


    “No way. The heat is fantastic, but it isn’t the best part.”


    She raised her eyebrows.


    “Okay, it’s tied for the best part.”


    “What’s the other part?”


    “You. I really like you. You make me laugh. You make me feel at home. It’s like you’re the other half of me.”


    It was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her. “Thank you.”


    “But the kid is really what closed the deal for me.”


    “He is pretty special, isn’t he?”


    “Chewy misses him like crazy. We can’t keep the boy and the dog apart. It’s just wrong on so many levels.”


    “You want to stay married for the dog?”


    “Is that such a bad reason?” He smiled at her and her insides warmed.


    “I’ve heard worse. So what’s with the costume?”


    “Jake helped me to see some things I’ve been missing, and I wanted you to know I’ve changed. I’m a fixed fixer. I’m going to learn to keep my nose out of other people’s business.”


    “I’m glad you were a meddler when I met you.”


    “You are?”


    “I wouldn’t be Mrs. Wainwright if you hadn’t insisted, but I would like a hiatus on the meddling.”


    “If I agree to step down the meddling, will you stop being so determined not to need anyone?”


    Anna couldn’t stop the smile. “I’ll give it my best.”


    “Will you stay, Mrs. Wainwright?”


    Anna looked into Clark’s eyes. She’d missed him. Every day, every hour. She missed his laugh, his smell, his taste. Just months ago, she’d have sworn she never wanted to take a chance on love again, but now, with this man so close to her, she realized she did want to try again. With him.


    “For Chewy, I’ll give it a shot.”


    “Was it the costume that convinced you?” He pointed to his chest and then wrinkled his brow. “Dang. The sign was the best part, and I’ve lost it.”


    “You can tell me all about it while we’re peeling these avocado briefs off you.”


    He opened his arms, and she walked into them. He kissed her. It was sweet at first, but it quickly turned supernova. Hands, lips. Anna ran her hands along his back, pulling him close. She ran her fingers lower until she felt something strange.


    The sign wasn’t lost. It was plastered to his rear. Anna felt it when she reached around to check out the goods.


    “This the sign?” Anna asked, taking it off his backside and holding it between them. It read Capt. WTF. “Why are you Captain What the Heck?”


    He shook his head. “Captain Won’t Try to Fix It. Maybe I took some liberties by abbreviating to make it fit.”


    Anna laughed. “Don’t ever wear this costume again, especially the sign.”


    “You got it, wifey.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    Clark applied a whole bottle of baby powder before he slipped into the Redhawk suit this time. The bathroom smelled like a talcum factory, but it beat the rash he’d gotten last time he wore the outfit. He inched his legs into the spandex leggings and prayed that by Louie’s ninth birthday, he’d be into a character than didn’t require a cape.


    Or a costume at all.


    But any costume beat Captain Won’t Try to Fix It.


    Although recent developments meant he might be wearing ridiculous costumes for many years to come. He smiled. There were a lot worse fates. Unless the fate included a princess costume.


    He’d gone thirty years without squeezing into nylon leggings, and in the last twelve months, he’d shoved his way into three pairs.


    Maybe he should’ve embraced lame fabric earlier.


    The last twelve months had been the best of his life. Sure, there had been a few bumps along the way, but in the end, everything had turned out okay. Not perfect, but perfectly okay. Clark was learning that perfectly okay was the best of all possible outcomes.


    He slipped his feet into the shiny black boots and looked in the mirror. This year, he was prepared. Louie had taught him all he needed to know about Redhawk. The kids couldn’t stump him this time.


    Through the bedroom window, he saw Anna and a smile spread across his face. His wife, along with Taylor’s help, had placed several tables on the front lawn of the cabin and covered them with red and black tablecloths. Anna had rented an inflatable in the shape of Redhawk’s lair for the kids to jump in all afternoon.


    When she turned to the side, he smiled even more. In the summer knit dress, it was easy to see her baby bump. Still small, but unmistakable. His wife. His baby. His little boy running around the yard with Chewy close on his heels.


    Clark was going to be a papa. Again.


    Louie was thrilled with the prospect of a little brother. He was less enthusiastic about the possibility of a little sister.


    He was also thrilled about the addition to the cabin. When they’d discovered Anna was pregnant, they’d known the cabin couldn’t hold another person. They also knew they didn’t want to live anywhere else. Clark drew up some plans that included a new master suite for Anna and him. Including a shower made for two. He smiled at the thought.


    After some impressive lobbying from Louie, they’d also agreed to put in a swimming pool.


    With one last look in the mirror, he decided he was the best Redhawk he could be. He crossed his fingers and walked out the front door.


    …


    Five months pregnant and the sight of Clark made her want to yank him into the pantry for a timed orgasm.


    Or into the hot tub for a untimed one.


    Clark stood on the porch, shaded by the roof overhang. He gave her the thumbs-up, the signal to let the kids know he’d arrived. She could see the smile underneath the feathered mask, and she knew it was just for her. It made her heart pound.


    He loved her and Louie.


    She couldn’t have dreamed of a more perfect partner.


    The day after his Captain WTF costume, she and Louie had moved back to the cabin. The heat hadn’t cooled at all. Clark was no slouch in the bedroom. Her face flushed and she focused her mind on the pantry. Party. Party. Not the pantry.


    “Kids,” she yelled. “Come find a spot at a table. Our special guest will be here any minute.”


    Most of the kids had attended last year’s party, so as soon as she made the announcement, they all scrambled into chairs.


    “Are y’all ready?” she asked.


    The kids cheered, and Clark ran from the porch into the middle of the tables.


    Anna smiled and rubbed her growing stomach. The sight of her husband in a superhero suit did something to her. Every time. She was glad he purchased the Redhawk one for Louie’s eighth birthday party. She hoped they’d be using it again. In the bedroom.


    In his deep, gravelly voice, he said, “Thanks for inviting me back, kids. I appreciate all the help last year.” Every eye was trained on him. “I have a new mission for you this year.”


    “He’s really fantastic at this, isn’t he?” Taylor whispered in Anna’s ear. “I would’ve never guessed acting was one of his talents.”


    “He has a lot of those,” Anna said.


    “This time, keep the details to yourself,” Taylor said.
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