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        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      Some will pick this book apart…they will tell me it needed a warning. They will condemn Dane for his choices, and they will talk about how he made the wrong ones. People will say it’s a hard read, that it deals with tough topics. These are not assumptions…this is fact.

      I am not saying these things to scare you away. I am simply stating them here, as my warning, because I will not add it to the blurb. And here is why:

      If you’ve ever read anything by me before, you should already know this answer. If you haven’t, let me explain. We, as a society, understand that we all come in different shapes and sizes. We have fought to not be judged based on our gender or race, and taught to be accepting of many different personalities. However, I feel we can all benefit from becoming more tolerant of others’ flaws and learn to take a moment before judging others on their mistakes. We’ve all heard “walk a mile in his shoes.” Well, I am giving you someone else’s shoes.

      When I set out to write each book, I do so with the hope of helping just one person. I feel (and strongly believe) that any negative opinions given about my books become worth it if I’ve succeeded in offering hope or peace to just one person struggling with something I’ve written about. I feel better when I know I’ve given at least one person the chance to see past the words and into a situation, to hear more than a warning and learn to forgive another, to accept someone they normally wouldn’t.

      So with that being said…if this book makes you uncomfortable, I’m sorry. If it makes you mad, please accept my apologies. If it opens your eyes, your ears, your mouth, your arms, or your heart…thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        This book is a work of fiction. References to real people, events, establishments, organizations, or locations are intended only to provide a sense of authenticity, and are used fictitiously. All other characters, dead or alive, are a figment of the author’s imagination, and all incidents and dialogue are drawn from the author’s mind's eye and are not to be interpreted as real.

      

      

      
        Copyright © 2017 Leddy Harper

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        This is dedicated to my best friend, Amanda Ledford.

        Without her, there would be no Eden.
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      Someone bumped into my shoulder, causing my nearly full beer to tip and douse the table in front of me. The crowd gathering around the bar grew brassier and more obnoxious by the minute. I didn’t usually mind it…if they kept to themselves.

      “Hey, man,” I warned as I moved to get off my stool. I immediately recognized he wasn’t a threat, just heavily intoxicated and unable to keep his balance.

      “Sorry, dude.” He swayed side to side as he spoke in slurred words.

      I wasn’t here to converse or get to know anyone. I didn’t care about the numerous sports teams vying for a win on the TVs. The scores didn’t influence me in the slightest. I’d only come to have a few beers and pass some time before heading home.

      My eyes followed the man as he made his way toward the bar, and that’s when I saw her. My gaze met hers and I found myself unable to turn away. I offered her a lazy smile before glancing away, only to find myself staring into my half-filled glass of beer. I tipped it back to take a swig, and again, my line of sight went straight to her.

      Like me, she sat alone, although she didn’t appear to be bored out of her mind. Her hair was dark red at the roots and faded into a brighter shade of the same color about halfway down to the ends. I’d seen that type of style on women before, but I assumed they’d missed a few appointments at the salon or were trying too hard to be cool. For some reason, it looked different on her. It seemed to fit her.

      Taking her in further, I noticed brightly colored ink on her left arm. I’d always found tattoos on women sexy as hell. Admiring hers, I found myself entranced by the swirls of color, neat lines, and intricate detail. For reasons unknown, I longed to study it closer.

      Just before I turned away, realizing I’d begun to gawk, a guy sat down at her table. He wasn’t what caught my attention; it was her reaction that kept me from turning away. Irritation marred her beautiful face. Her red-painted lips curled up in disgust—a good sign she wasn’t interested in him being there.

      I was never one to involve myself in other people’s business—unless they were on the verge of hurting themselves or others. I had enough problems of my own. But the way she recoiled as he talked to her made me keep a close eye on them. Then he touched her hand, and she flinched. Instantly, I was out of my seat, my patience gone. In a few strides, I stood next to him, although I didn’t glance his way. I kept my eyes on hers as she gaped at me in surprise.

      “Can I help you, bro?” he asked, irritation evident in his gruff tone.

      Finally, I turned to him and stared into his beady eyes. He had to have been twice her age and half my size. “Actually, bro, you can help me by leaving my girl alone.” I winced inwardly. Here I was, inserting myself into another situation, when all I came here to do was sit by myself with a cold beer.

      He turned away from me to face the woman across the table, but I didn’t stop glaring at him. I wanted him to feel the burning holes in the side of his face from the intensity of my stare. I wasn’t able to see her reaction, but after a moment, he turned back to me. This time, he seemed extremely apologetic, though he didn’t say anything. He simply put both hands up in front of him as he slid off the stool and walked away. He didn’t even offer a glimpse over his shoulder.

      I didn’t wait until he was two feet from the table before I sat down on the stool he’d vacated. With my elbows on the wooden table top, I leaned in slightly and smiled at her. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you, but it didn’t appear as if you cared for his company,” I said with my lips still turned up into a grin. It was unexplainable, but smiling at her came naturally. Moreover, I yearned to see her beam one at me in return.

      “No. You’re fine. I thought he might’ve been my date and it grossed me out. Thank you.” Her voice was soft and smooth like satin sheets on bare skin.

      My grin faltered as I tilted my head. “You don’t know what your date looks like?”

      Her gaze danced around the room, focusing on anything but me, and her cheeks darkened slightly. However, the corners of her mouth lifted somewhat, expressing what I took to be bashfulness. “Not really. I mean, there are profile pictures, but you never really know if they are who they say they are.”

      “Online dating?” My question came out in a higher pitch than my usual deep tone. I was in shock. She must’ve been certifiable to have to pursue online dating. This woman was downright gorgeous and probably could’ve had her pick of any guy in the place. I’d noticed many men shooting envious expressions my way as soon as I’d taken this seat.

      The blush remained, but her eyes moved to mine while she lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m new to town, so it’s pretty much the only way to meet people.”

      I nodded, understanding the need to fill in the loneliness. “You don’t know anyone here?”

      She shook her head, answering me silently.

      I extended my arm across the table. “My name’s Dane. Now you know at least one person.”

      When she put her palm in mine, the caress of her smooth skin caused heat to cover me from head to toe. It wasn’t much of a shake, more like simply holding hands, and that alone made my blood pressure spike. It’d been too long since I’d felt such intimacy…even if it was nothing more than a cordial greeting.

      “Hi, Dane. I’m Eden.”

      I couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to. My grin widened, sending an ache through my jaw, a burning tightness in my cheeks. Not only was she beautiful, but she had a name to match. The Garden of Eden—the first symbol of all that was pure, and the birthplace of temptation.

      Snapping back to reality, I removed my hand from hers and glanced around the bar. “Well, I’m sure your real date will be here soon. I’d hate for him to misinterpret this and leave.”

      “You can stay. I’m pretty sure he’s not coming.”

      “Then he’s an idiot.” The sentiment was true, although I didn’t mean to voice the actual words. I had no right to say such things. And I certainly didn’t have the right to stay—although it didn’t stop the desire.

      She lowered her chin, hiding herself from me. I didn’t know what it meant at first, but then she glanced up again, and I noticed the blush in her cheeks deepening. Her dark eyes met mine, and I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t tell what color they were in the dim lighting, but I knew they weren’t brown. Some other shade of dark. They captured me, detaining me from the life around us.

      “Are you here by yourself?” Her voice softened, almost sounding timid, in complete contrast to her bold tattoo and bright hair.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and then tugged on the collar of my white button-down. “Stopped here on my way home from work.”

      “Bad day at the office?” Her words were laced with intimacy, as if I’d come home and found her in the kitchen making dinner. “Bad day at the office, dear?” And it sent a pang of guilt-ridden desire through my chest.

      “I guess you could say that.” But I didn’t care to talk about me. I didn’t want to offer her any room to ask questions I couldn’t answer, so I cleared my throat and changed the subject. “So, tell me, Eden…where are you from?”

      “Originally from California, but I came here from New York.”

      My eyes widened, my tongue heavy with intrigue. “Why the drastic moves?”

      “Well, I left home to go to school, and now I’m here for a job.”

      “Where did you go to school?” I itched for the beer I’d left behind when I came to her defense. But I had no desire to get up and fetch it. That would mean I’d leave Eden, and that thought didn’t sit well with me. It’d been a long time since I found myself in easy company, and I wasn’t ready to give it up quite yet.

      “NYU. I studied accounting and finance.”

      My eyebrows raised, my interest surely showing on my expression. “Wow. That’s impressive. NYU is a really good school. I went there.”

      “You did?” Her excitement punctuated her question with a lilt.

      A small rumble, but a rumble nonetheless, started in the base of my sternum and rolled its way up until the whispers of a laugh filtered past my lips. “No. I didn’t. But it sounded good, right?”

      What she did next stole the breath from my lungs. She parted her lips, tilted her head back, and the most contagious giggle I’d ever heard erupted from her. It wasn’t contagious in the sense it made me join her. No. It made me want to do everything in my power to encourage her to keep laughing so I could sit and listen to the melody of her happiness all night. It was deep and throaty, almost raspy. It ran over me, scoring my skin as it settled.

      “So where did you go?” she asked after catching her breath.

      I didn’t care to talk about me. I didn’t want her humor to die. I wanted to listen to her talk and hear her laugh. To watch her pouty, red lips turn up at the corners and see her dark eyes sparkle with mirth. But I couldn’t be selfish—I wouldn’t even know how to be. So I answered her question, hoping I could turn it around on her. “I studied business at Florida State. Clearly not as interesting as you. I mean, you’re the one who got a job all the way here from New York. Someone must really want you.”

      She glanced down again and fought against the unwavering grin. But it didn’t last long before she met my gaze once more. “I don’t have the job…yet. I actually interview for it tomorrow morning.”

      I had so many questions bouncing around in my mind I didn’t know which one to start with. “So you’re only visiting here until you get the job?”

      “Nope. I moved here.”

      “Without getting a job first…” It wasn’t a question, more of an open-ended statement, waiting for her to finish with the details. It didn’t make any sense to me why someone would move thousands of miles away without any guarantee of income.

      “It’s my dream job. So if I don’t get it, I’ll simply keep trying.”

      Determination. I loved that in a person. I didn’t come across too many with that quality anymore. Most assumed they were entitled; they went to school, earned a degree or diploma, and expected to be handed a job. They also expected a paycheck simply because they showed up to work. Life didn’t work that way.

      “Well, you should probably limit those,” I said, pointing to the drink in her hand. “You wouldn’t want to be unprepared for your big interview.”

      She lifted the glass and smiled. “It’s vodka-water. The water keeps me hydrated while the vodka settles my nerves.”

      “What do you have to be nervous about?”

      “Oh, gee…I don’t know, Dane. I was supposed to be meeting a stranger, some guy who kept me waiting for a very long time—who probably had no intention of showing up. To top it all off, I have an interview tomorrow for my dream job. And if I blow it, I’ll have to flip burgers at a fast-food place until I can try again.” The lines next to her eyes deepened with her soft, easy grin.

      “That guy is clearly a moron, but it worked out in your favor.” I wagged my brows at her. “I do a lot of interviews. Want my advice?”

      Her shoulders lifted eagerly as she said, “Sure.”

      “First, don’t be nervous. You went to a great school, got a degree, and you’re more determined than half the people I work with. You’ll do fine. Second, speak with confidence. It doesn’t matter if you don’t know the answer—never let them know that. And last…you are the only person for the job. They could have a hundred applicants, but when you leave the room, the only person they need to remember is you. As far as they’re concerned, you are the person for the job.”

      She nodded and toyed with her bottom lip between her teeth, taking in every word. “Okay. I think I can do that—no. I can…I know I can do that.”

      “See? Already a quick learner.” I winked at her and watched as her cheeks darkened yet again. “Now, you also have to dress the part. This is one of the rules I probably hate the most. I personally like individuality, but not everyone does.”

      She blinked and nodded, waiting for me to continue.

      I pointed to the vibrant flowers on her arm. “Your half-sleeve. As hot as it is, maybe wear a sweater. You never know, they may not care about it, but in the event they’re conservative, it’s always better to be safe than sorry.”

      “Yeah, I planned to cover it up.”

      “The diamond in your nose is probably okay; it’s tiny enough. But the Monroe”—I pointed to the silver ball in her smile line—“could be frowned upon. And please, Eden…” I reached across the table and covered her hand with mine, not thinking twice about it until the warmth of her skin met mine. My chest grew tight, my stomach coiled, and heat from an invisible fire licked up the sides of my neck. I snatched my hand away, realizing how inappropriate it all was. “Don’t be offended by my suggestions. If you worked for me, I’d tell you to keep them all in. They’re incredibly sexy on you.”

      She slipped her hand off the table into the safety of her lap and tucked her chin, ogling the wooden table top between us. Her shoulders rose and fell with each breath. If I were a betting man, I’d say she was in the midst of calming herself.

      Because I was in the midst of doing the very same thing.

      “Why do you do that?” My voice was low, barely a whisper, but it was enough to catch her attention.

      Her almond-shaped eyes met mine, and I could literally feel her stare through my entire body. It touched everything. Like it physically reached inside me and caressed every part of my being. My heart raced and my throat closed. All from one stare.

      “Why do you look away like that? Like you’re insecure.” My God, this woman had nothing to be insecure about. I had no right to take notice, but it was impossible not to.

      “I don’t know…I guess I get shy. Sometimes I don’t know how to react to compliments. I don’t know what to say to someone who comments about my appearance. It’s not insecurity; it’s more like feeling nervous, I guess.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be shy or nervous. It’s just a compliment. I’m sure you get them a lot. You should be used to them by now, and if not, then you’ve been around the wrong people.” I hadn’t meant for my words to come across as flirtatious, but they did so anyhow.

      “Thank you.” Her gaze never left mine as her eyes sparked—no, flared—widening slightly. The taut corners of her mouth twitched and the light in her eyes brightened, but it wasn’t until the tension in my expression loosened, my own lips turning up, that I saw hers do the same. I couldn’t remember the last time I had the ability to trigger someone else’s happiness.

      “That’s better.” I couldn’t take my eyes off hers, no matter how hard I tried. I’m sure it made her uncomfortable, but she never turned away, either.

      She twirled her straw around in her cup, shifting around the ice at the bottom. “Well, it’s getting late and I’m finished with my drink. Do you have any more advice before I leave?”

      The notion of her leaving weighed heavily around me like a dense fog of despair. I didn’t like it. I shouldn’t have wanted her to stay, but thinking of her walking away left me teetering on the cusp of misery. As if my happiness had been tethered to her. I didn’t want her to go. I longed to bathe in her presence for a little while longer. But I knew she couldn’t stay. And I shouldn’t want her to stay.

      “Just be you,” was all I had to offer her.

      “Thank you, Dane. I really enjoyed your company tonight.”

      “Anytime, Eden.” I wanted to tell her how much I’d enjoyed hers as well, but I didn’t. The words wouldn’t leave my tongue. I knew they’d sound desperate and pathetic, giving away the sorrow deeply embedded within me. She’d been so easy to talk to, and I only wanted to live in that moment with her for a little while longer.

      To forget for a little bit more.

      As she walked away, leaving me alone at the table, I knew I’d be left thinking about her for days. Maybe not her, but the feelings she’d brought to the surface. She’d offered me a sense of normalcy for the first time in eons. And she’d made me smile. I’d been convinced I no longer had the ability to do anything other than scowl. But for thirty minutes, I was able to remember how it felt to enjoy life, to be carefree. I was able to recognize that piece of me hadn’t fully died.

      I didn’t want it to end, but I knew it had to.

      I sat on the stool for a little bit longer until I knew I had to leave. I had to go home. I didn’t want to, but I had no other choice. At least I knew there was hope for me yet. I wasn’t sentenced to a life of sadness, surrounded by tears and heartache. Enjoying Eden’s company may have been wrong, but at least it proved to me there was still something worth fighting for.
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      I rushed to work, forcing myself not to look at the time. Usually, I was the first one to walk through the main doors, but this morning, it wouldn’t surprise me if I’d been the last. I’d had one hell of a morning so far, causing me to run behind. Exhaustion weighted my feet, but my irritation over being late fueled my steady pace into the building.

      By the time I’d made it home last night, she was hysterical. I did everything I could to be patient, supportive, and calm her down. But nothing seemed to work. She had no desire to talk, and she refused to take anything. All she did was curl into a ball and cry. Finally, she fell asleep, but it didn’t come so easily for me.

      I’d tossed and turned, the weight of guilt crushing me. Guilt for not wanting to be home, for going to the bar when I knew her mood before I’d left for work yesterday morning. However, the majority of my shame came from not being able to be what she needed. For not being able to take away the pain and misery she felt day in and day out.

      After less than four hours of sleep, I woke with the sun, already knowing I’d slept later than intended. I hadn’t wanted to wake her—she needed to sleep—so I quietly got ready for the office, which did nothing but make me run even further behind.

      I made it through the heavy doors, the ones with “Kauffmann Investments” boldly etched into the glass, with enough time to catch a blur of red hair in the lobby. Suddenly, my tardiness no longer plagued me. I stopped in my tracks and watched the woman as she made her way through the doors to the public relations department.

      I shook my head. It couldn’t have been Eden. Eden had a degree in finance. She’d have no business in public relations. My attention was immediately taken from my thoughts of Eden when Gina, the main receptionist for the building, greeted me.

      “You’re late. Is everything okay?” Crystal-clear blue eyes, decorated with smile lines that showed her age, met mine, and in them, I saw deep concern. Yet another reminder of how off-kilter my morning had started.

      I checked my watch and glanced back up at her with exaggerated distress. “I’m not late, Gina.” I waited until she cocked her head, confusion marring her slightly aged face. “You must’ve gotten here really early this morning. Just for that, I’ll make sure to bring you flowers twice this week.”

      Her cheeks brightened as she swatted the air between us. “The ones you brought me last week are still very much alive. You spoil me, Mr. Kauffmann.”

      I peered over both shoulders, taking in the lobby behind me, and then leaned over the desk toward her. I lowered my voice and said, “My dad’s here? Where? Tell him I’m in a meeting.” When she giggled, I leaned back and winked. “One of these days, Gina, you’ll learn to call me Dane. Mr. Kauffmann is my father.”

      I smiled and carried on down the hall toward my office with slightly less weight on my shoulders than when I’d walked in.

      I had about seventy emails waiting in my inbox when I turned on my computer, but I ignored them and logged right into the applicant database. I needed a peek. Just one quick look to ease my mind. I only needed to prove to myself it hadn’t been her in the lobby.

      But then I found it.

      Eden Lesley Clare, twenty-five years old.

      It had all her credentials: her schooling, majors, minors—which were quite impressive—and recommendations from her professors at NYU. Her résumé was flawless, and it was clear she’d come to the right company. However, she had an interview for a receptionist position in public relations. I couldn’t fathom why she would waste her talents in the wrong department.

      I picked up the phone and dialed the number to find out the answers I sought. After a few questions, my suspicions were verified. Eden Clare had an interview with them. For the receptionist position. I hadn’t even hung up the phone before standing from my chair, my decision made.

      I don’t remember leaving my office or flying down the hall. I don’t remember passing the building’s receptionist counter or making my way into the lobby of the PR department. Even the cold door handle didn’t register. Everything was a blur until I found her sitting alone in the waiting area.

      Eden Lesley Clare, age twenty-five.

      She was as gorgeous during the day as she was at night.

      And all I could do was stare.

      Luckily, she didn’t notice me. She kept her head down, reading a magazine in her lap, so I took the time to admire her and put myself in check. She had her hair up in a sleek bun. Her makeup was soft and natural, not at all like last night. Her lips were glossy, though not a hint of color to them. However, I found her equally as stunning as before.

      I should’ve left.

      I should’ve gone back to my office.

      But I didn’t.

      Instead, I closed the space between us until I stood only a few feet away. I waited until she glanced up, taking notice of me. Her striking eyes widened, a gasp piercing the silence.

      Another step prompted her to stand until we found ourselves face to face, the scent of gardenia filling the air around us. It consumed me and reminded me of happier times.

      “What are you doing here?” Her words were quiet and restrained. Her big eyes stayed with mine as she waited for my response. Those eyes. They were a dark green, a really dark green. I had never seen anything like them before.

      Rather than answering her question, I said, “Come with me.” I shouldn’t have taken her hand, or dragged her down the hall, or led her into my office. I definitely shouldn’t have closed the door behind us.

      But I did.

      “What’s going on?” Her shaky voice ran through me, making me feel every ounce of her fear as if it were my own. She should’ve been scared. Lord knew I was.

      I turned to face her, but we maintained our distance. “Why did you apply with PR? You have a degree in finance. Why wouldn’t you use it? A receptionist? Why? I don’t understand.”

      “No, I’m the one who doesn’t understand. What are you even doing here? How do you know where I applied? Are you stalking me?” Her gaze darted around my office as if she was able to take everything in with one quick glance. “Do you work here?”

      I simply nodded and stuck my hands into my pockets, rocking on the balls of my feet. It had seemed like such a great idea to go and steal her from PR, but now I didn’t know how to get out of the situation gracefully.

      “I cannot believe you work here,” she whispered under her breath.

      I finally caught her attention when I once again asked, “Why PR?”

      She stood in the middle of the large room, twisting her fingers together in front of her. “It was the only department hiring, so I figured I could at least get my foot in the door and then look into transferring.”

      “That’s a lie. There are always positions available.”

      Eden shrugged and stared at the floor.

      It was enough to draw me closer to her, but I had to stop before I ate up the distance that separated us. “You don’t belong in public relations. It’s a waste of your talent.”

      “Then where should I be, Dane?”

      I glanced around the room, noticing the closed door on one wall. It led to an office that hadn’t been used in years, no one ever qualified enough to fill it, and that’s when it hit me. A thought I should’ve pushed away. But I didn’t.

      “I need an assistant, someone to help me come up with business plans, cost sheets, risk charts, and execution plans. If this sounds interesting to you, I’d like to interview you for it.” The words rushed out in a tidal wave before I could stop them. My brain took over the conversation and I had no control.

      Her eyes widened. Even though she didn’t have on much makeup, and her clothes were way more conservative than what she wore last night, she still managed to have the same effect on me. I craved her company, even though I knew I shouldn’t.

      “The pay is better, the position is better, and at least you’ll be able to do what you went to school for.”

      She nodded and mumbled, “Okay.”

      I moved around my desk and sat in the chair, extending an arm to offer her one of the seats across from me. After she timidly sat down, I began the impromptu interview.

      “What made you choose Kauffmann Investments?”

      Her spine straightened, her eyes finally meeting mine. In an instant, something changed and her confidence took over. “It’s an amazing company. I appreciate and value the care they take when handling the future of other businesses. I really admire the work and efforts made to save establishments from going under. I once read an article about one of the first ventures Mr. Kauffmann made. He took on this small business, but he couldn’t save it. He felt horrible about leaving employees without income, so he hired the ones willing to relocate and paid the others out of his own pocket. It convinced me I wanted to work for him.”

      “How much do you know about him?”

      “Who? Mr. Kauffmann? Almost nothing at all. It was the business as a whole that got to me. I wouldn’t be working for him, so to speak. I’d be working for his corporation, but ultimately, I’d work for the people who need saving.”

      Her answers impressed me and nearly had me hiring her that second, but I had to continue with this for the sake of appearances. “I get very busy and I need a lot of help. I don’t need someone to fetch my mail or make me coffee. I have a receptionist to handle the basics—phone calls and faxes. I wouldn’t require my assistant to handle those things. I need someone who has the ability to make split-second decisions, someone who has corporate perception. Is this something you think you’d be interested in?”

      She bit her lip, contemplative almost.

      “Is there a problem?” My voice came out harsher than I intended. I held my breath until she answered.

      She sat straighter in her chair, resuming the confidence she’d sat down with. “Well, sir…”

      “Dane. You can call me Dane.”

      “Okay, Dane…you asked me a question I’m not sure how to answer. I mean, you’ve only explained the things you don’t need me to do. I would definitely be interested in not fetching your mail or coffee or answering phones and faxes.” Her smirk nearly rendered me speechless.

      And then my own lips curled, reigniting the burn in my cheeks that had started last night. “You’re absolutely correct, Eden. I apologize. Your job would include compiling lists of possible acquisitions, researching all those possibilities, and rejecting the ones I shouldn’t bother with to save me time. I may ask you to gather additional background information, or attend a meeting in my place…that sort of thing. Your job would pretty much be to make my life easier.”

      Her grin widened and the green in her eyes deepened to the color of a genuine emerald. “Yes, Dane. That I can do.” She exhaled and her shoulders fell slightly. “This is the type of position I aspired to gain by working here. Wow. I’m not sure what else to say.”

      I looked her right in the eyes and acknowledged, “I know a good thing when I see it. I’m not the only one making out in this deal. I promise you that.” I let that sink in before continuing. “But I do have to tell you, taking this position would require you to travel some. I will be relying on you, and eventually, entrusting you with a lot of responsibility. I was serious when I said I don’t need you to run menial errands. I need you to do what I do to help me out.”

      “I can handle that. I’m the person for the job.”

      “Good. I like to hear that,” I said with a smirk, remembering the advice I’d given her last night. “Can you tell me a little bit about why you chose this line of work?”

      “Have you ever seen the movie Rain Man?”

      I nodded and wondered where she was going with this.

      “Well, I loved the movie and idolized him.”

      That wasn’t the answer I expected. “Which one, Dustin Hoffman or Tom Cruise?”

      “Dustin Hoffman.”

      “The autistic one?”

      Her brows scrunched together and her lips pursed. She straightened her spine and her shoulders became taut, but not in the confident way I’d seen this morning. More of an insulted reaction. “You may remember his character as being autistic, but I remember him as a numbers genius.”

      “I didn’t mean anything bad by it—”

      “People with autism—and take note, I didn’t say who suffer from—are beautiful and smart, highly intellectual, and incredibly gifted. I’d be willing to bet they could do your job better than you. They are amazing individuals who happen to think differently, but people like you are too ignorant to see that.” And then she was out of her seat.

      “Wait.” I stood, holding my hands out to stop her. “That’s not what I meant. I am not ignorant. I don’t see people by the color of their skin or their gender. And I certainly don’t see them for any disease, illness, handicap, or any other label put upon them.”

      I paused to catch my breath, needing to take control of my temper before continuing. “I know what I said sounded ignorant, and I apologize for that, but please understand the words simply came out wrong. I only meant to verify which character he played. It’s been a while since I’ve seen the movie.”

      Her cheeks flamed. I watched as her throat worked with a harsh swallow, her gaze flitting around my desk, avoiding me altogether.

      “Can we sit down and resume the interview?” I remained standing, waiting for her to make the decision. Once she nodded and took her seat again, I took mine and proceeded. “You will have your own office”—I pointed to the wall behind her—“right through there. It has its own door to the hall, and the receptionist will handle your calls as well. Off by five every evening, unless of course you’re out of town, and every weekend and holiday off. Evaluations are quarterly, and bonuses at the end of the year based on hours worked. Do you agree to this?”

      She nodded at the same time my office phone rang. I groaned with irritation. The receptionist was new, and it seemed as though he didn’t understand how to use the intercom. Instead, he simply transferred calls, regardless of whether I was busy or not. I held up a finger and lifted the phone from the cradle.

      It took me a second to understand who was on the line. She was hysterical, but eventually, I realized who it was when she said she needed me to come home. I knew she hadn’t been up long, and after the night she had, her frantic disposition didn’t surprise me. To appease her, I promised to make it home. I had to finish up with some urgent work and then I’d be there with her until she calmed down. It didn’t happen often—that she’d ask me to be with her—but when she did, I was there. I would always be there.

      I hung up the phone and returned my attention to Eden, apologizing for the interruption. “I’m sorry, but I have to run out of the office for a little bit. I guess the interview was pretty much finished. All I need now is your answer. I’m offering you the job…if you’ll take it.”

      “Of course. Thank you very much, Dane.”

      “You can head down to HR and fill out all the new-hire information. They’ll discuss salary and benefits with you. We’ll meet here tomorrow morning at eight. Does that work for you?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” She stood and headed for the door. I followed her and held it open, but I paused when she bit her lip and turned to me. “What exactly am I telling them when I get there?”

      “I’ll call down and let them know to expect you. Just tell them Dane Kauffmann sent you.”

      She stilled, her motionless chest hinting at her halted breaths.

      “See you in the morning, Eden.” I winked at her and then exited my office, leaving her behind in stunned silence. All the while, my grin never wavered. I shouldn’t have been hopeful, I shouldn’t have been smiling, but I couldn’t help it.

      [image: ]

      I braced myself before opening the front door. I didn’t know what I’d find once I walked in. I didn’t know what condition she’d be in or how dark my day would get. I prayed for the best and unlocked the deadbolt.

      “Gabi,” I called out into the quiet room.

      I heard rustling on the couch, but I couldn’t see her. When I walked closer, I found her curled up with a blanket, crying to herself. I knelt on the floor in front of her, mere inches from her face.

      “Gabriella, what’s wrong? Talk to me,” I begged with soft, coaxing words, hoping they’d help calm her down.

      But they didn’t.

      They never did.

      She shook her head and closed her eyes, keeping it all inside like she always did. She’d begged me to be with her, I’d dropped everything and came home, but now she met me with total indifference. Always a contradiction and conundrum.

      Looking at her, it was hard to miss the drastic change in her over the years. I could vividly remember the first time I ever laid eyes on her…in the tenth grade. She was always quiet and kept to herself, but wherever she was, my eyes would follow. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.

      Even though she had aged some—much like we all do after twelve years—and the stressors of life had altered her appearance dramatically, I could still see a glimpse of that girl I’d fallen in love with. It was what kept the hope alive. She had the biggest dark-brown eyes, and they captivated me from the very first glance. Some used to say they were too big for her face, but in my opinion, they held so much life. They were the perfect size. They fit her. She still had those same eyes, but more recently, they were bloodshot and dim. She cried all the time, and the life they once held was almost smothered. It killed me to look into them. I wanted to make her happy again…but I didn’t know how.

      “Gabi, can you look at me, please? Can you please tell me what’s wrong?”

      Her eyes opened into mere slits as more tears fell. It nearly gutted me.

      “She would have been born today.” Her words were soft and broken between sobs.

      Fuck. It hadn’t even occurred to me. Somehow, I’d completely forgotten, and it officially made me the biggest dick in the world. I hung my head and took a deep breath, attempting to shove down the regret and anger enough to offer her the support she needed.

      “I’m so sorry, Gabs. I wasn’t even thinking about what day it was.”

      Last night, Gabi was at home, in pain, while I was at a bar, conversing with another woman. When Gabi woke up this morning, I was gone. I was at work, hiring the same woman who’d kept me away last night. I hadn’t been here with Gabriella, I didn’t comfort her, I didn’t grieve with her. I hadn’t been where I was supposed to be.

      I’d moved on.

      I wasn’t stuck in neutral like she was. I only wished she could move on with me, because the more she dug her heels into the ground, the more strain it put on me. And I wasn’t interested in hovering in neutral, or lingering in a damaged state. I longed for happiness—to laugh and smile like I had last night. I was desperate for my heart to ricochet off my ribcage the way it had this morning. Only, Gabi needed to be the one who made those things possible. Not someone else.

      Her big brown eyes closed again, and then the heartbreaking sobs followed. I hated how much pain she was in—how much pain she was always in. She had been through enough in her life, and all I wanted to do was protect her. If I could be her salvation, I’d give her everything and take away the endless suffering.

      I needed her to give me something.

      Show me something.

      “You forgot,” she said through sobs, tears filling her words. “How could you forget? It’s as if she meant nothing to you. You didn’t care about her? Love her? Or me?”

      Her accusatory questions had me balling my fists. I hated it when she turned it around on me. She made it sound like I was insensitive, which maybe I was. But I left work early to be with her. She called and I came running. I didn’t know why she constantly had to question my devotion to her.

      “I wasn’t paying attention to the date. I’m sorry. It doesn’t mean I didn’t care about…her. And it certainly doesn’t mean I don’t love you. I wouldn’t be here right now if I didn’t.”

      “You’re only here out of obligation. After what happened to me…”

      “No. That’s not it at all.” Sure, I’d do anything to protect her, to heal her. But that wasn’t why I stayed. No matter how many times I said it, she’d never believe me. I was there because I loved her—I had always loved her. Things had gotten bad recently, but every road to happily-ever-after has bumps. That’s what my grandma used to always tell me. “Gabriella, listen to me. Look at me and listen, okay?”

      She stared into my eyes, and I almost lost the nerve to speak. She looked so sad and disheartened. It made me angry to see her that way. Maybe that’s what the problem had been lately. She was depressed and it pissed me off—infuriated me because I couldn’t change it. I couldn’t help her. I only made things worse. The further away she pushed me, the less desire I had to be near her. My anger and hesitation to be home only set her back more. It was an endless cycle. One I wasn’t sure how to end.

      “I love you. Got it? I’m not going anywhere. I think I’ve proven that, and I need for you to believe me. But I also think you should speak with someone. Maybe look into seeing Dr. Greiner again.”

      She began to violently shake her head.

      “Listen, Gabi. Sitting around here, locked away in your head, isn’t helping anything. It’s not getting any better. You’re not helping yourself by doing this.” I was lost. I kept hoping she would show signs of improvement. I’d clung desperately to pure hope, but it was actually getting worse.

      “Therapy didn’t work and neither did the doctor. All he did was put me on pills that made me feel drunk all the time. Being numb, not feeling, that’s no way to live. I have to experience the emotion and pain. If I don’t, I might forget her...like you did.”

      “I didn’t forget. I just wasn’t paying attention to the calendar.” I was close to losing my patience and gritted my teeth against the words my mouth threatened to spew in her direction. I was seconds away from telling her my refusal to dwell on the things I cannot change did not equate to forgetting. It didn’t mean I didn’t care, and it certainly didn’t diminish my feelings for either of them. All it meant was I chose to not end my life over the loss of another. But I couldn’t tell her any of that, so I bit my tongue. I’d never be able to tell her that.

      “You weren’t here!”

      I climbed onto the couch, on my knees, and leaned over her. I had her face cradled in my hands, forcing her to look at me, and then waited for her to calm down enough to hear me. “You aren’t here, Gabi. You’re never here. I need you. I miss you.” My voice cracked, bleeding the words I desperately needed her to recognize. “I can’t continue to sit here and watch you fall apart. It’s killing me.” I pressed my forehead to hers and whispered, “It’s killing me.”

      “I don’t know how to fix it. It hurts so bad.”

      “What hurts, baby? Talk to me. Let me help.”

      She shook her head and pushed me away. “You can’t. This is my punishment. God took our baby because of me. Because of what I’ve done…”

      “What did you do?” I stared into her tear-filled eyes, her pain penetrating my soul. “No, Gabs. That wasn’t your fault. When will you accept it was never your fault? Please, talk to someone. If you can’t talk to me, then call Dr. Greiner. Or we’ll find another doctor.”

      “It won’t do any good.”

      “Don’t say that. You don’t know. I miss us, Gabi. I miss the way we were. I’m here to support you, but I want to be happy, too.”

      “And that’s exactly what I want,” she finally admitted, and it made me smile. It was the first time in months Gabi had made me smile, and it made me wish I could give her the world. Right at that moment, I knew she would find her way. I had faith in us. I still held on to hope.

      I leaned in and kissed her chapped lips. They had been chapped for so long, probably due to the amount of salt they came in contact with from her endless tears. But chapped or not, I kissed them.
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      After getting Gabi calm and settled into bed with a book, I headed down to the beach for a run. I’d had so much pent-up stress eating at me lately. I needed to get rid of it somehow. I ran in the sand until the sun began to drift behind the horizon. Then I turned around to head home. My steps began to falter the closer I got, and by the time I made it to the front of my building, the sky had completely darkened.

      Ahead of me, I saw the waves crashing against the pier, beckoning me closer. So instead of going upstairs, I headed a little farther down the beach to my favorite spot. Honestly, it was more like an oversized dock. No one ever used it anymore except to fish off during the day. At night, it became secluded and was all mine. I turned up the music on my iPod and planted the earbuds in place as I walked down the rickety planks to sit in my preferred dark corner.

      Just after the third song, I noticed a shadowy figure down the pier. As the person came closer, the moon’s light began to brighten her face. My smile widened before I could stop it. I turned off the music, and slowly took my earbuds out.

      “Stalking me?” I asked when she stood only a few feet away.

      She jumped and covered her chest, as if to catch her heart from falling to her feet. “Oh my God, you scared the shit out of me.” She sounded breathless, and it made me laugh.

      I stood up so she could see me better and asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” Her soft laughs breathed life into her words. “I went for a walk and this place looked empty, so I figured I’d stop before heading home.”

      I didn’t ask her to, but she sat down anyway. We’d kind of left things unsaid earlier when I left the office, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. “Did you go down to HR and fill out your paperwork today?”

      With the moon shining bright, I could see her face clearly. God, she was beautiful. Her long hair was down in messy curls that hung over her bare shoulders and down her spine. It had been straight last night and she’d worn it up today at the office. Even though it was technically dark outside and I could only see it from the white light of the moon, I’d have to say curly was my favorite.

      “Yeah,” she said as she bit her plump lower lip. “But I won’t lie…it took me a while to do it. You kind of threw me a curveball at the end before leaving. I wasn’t really sure how to react to that.”

      My smile grew wider. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      A wispy breath blew past her lips right before she dipped her head, dropping her chin to her chest. “Sure you don’t. I had no idea who you were. If I’d known your last name, I would’ve never flipped out on you.” She lifted her gaze, shook her head, and chuckled to herself. “My God, Dane…I told you autistic people could do your job better than you.”

      “No need to apologize. I liked your defensive nature.”

      “But it’s you.”

      “And what does that mean?” I tilted my head to the side, questioning her in the dark, even though she probably couldn’t see the inquisitive expression on my face in the shadows.

      She waved her hand in front of her, but when I didn’t relent, she gave in. “Your company supports so many organizations. You fund so many projects and donate to so many good things. Had I known it was you, I would’ve never misunderstood you.”

      “Honestly, Eden…don’t apologize. You didn’t know. Not to mention, I’ve encountered more CEOs in my time dealing with acquisitions to know that just because their business name is riddled with good deeds, it doesn’t mean the men running the companies are. Don’t be fooled.”

      “So what are you trying to say?”

      I laughed and leaned forward, bracing myself with my elbows on my knees, if only to eliminate a few inches of space between us. “I’m not one of them. I promise. I personally look into every foundation I support. I’m a big advocate against sex offenders. And there are a lot of organizations out there who deal with such topics…so I have to make sure I pick the right ones. My publicist helps me a lot when it comes to them, but in the end, I fully support what I put my name on.”

      “I really wish I’d looked more into the owner,” she said with words so soft they were nearly carried out with the rolling waves.

      “If you don’t mind me asking…why did you get so defensive? You seemed to have a personal reason. And if this is too forward, I apologize. Just tell me to shut up and I will.”

      She smiled and glanced down at her lap again. Even though she’d explained it was because she was shy, I still hated it. I liked the idea of holding her gaze, not her looking away from me. I couldn’t look away from her even if I tried.

      “My little brother had Asperger’s.”

      I didn’t miss it. I heard it loud and clear. And even if I hadn’t, I would’ve picked up on it in her tone. I felt her sadness creep into my chest, expand through the abyss, and fill me with the chill of sorrow.

      “Had,” I said, repeating her own word. “What happened to him?”

      She lifted her head, and I felt a tightness in the pit of my stomach I hadn’t experienced in a very long time. Eden definitely had an effect on me. Although, I wasn’t quite sure if it was a good or bad thing.

      “He also had a genetic heart defect.”

      “Do you have the same one?” I cringed, waiting for her response. Something about the thought of her having a fatal health condition terrified me, and I didn’t know why. I barely knew her, but I already knew I didn’t want our time together to end so quickly. After only a few encounters, I had a feeling this girl had the ability to change me, to fix me…to possibly heal the brokenness inside.

      Her voice lightened a little as she spoke, almost as if talking about her brother filled her with happiness. “No. He was my adopted brother.”

      “Like you were adopted, or he was?” I hadn’t expected our conversation to turn out this way, but I enjoyed learning about her. She fascinated me. I liked talking to her and listening about her life—the good and the bad.

      “We both were.”

      “Do you know your birth parents?”

      Eden shook her head, and I could only assume it a sore subject. But then she leaned forward, matching my own position, and spoke freely. “It was a closed adoption. But I’m not bitter about it. I have amazing parents who love me, support me, and I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

      “That’s awesome. It’s inspiring to hear stories like that. I think adoption is a tough choice, and I couldn’t ever imagine myself doing it. I’m not strong enough to go through with it. It’s a very selfless act.”

      She tilted her head, staring up at the dark sky for a beat of silence before uttering, “Enough about me.”

      I hated to talk about myself. There wasn’t too much to say. I didn’t feel comfortable opening up about my life with anyone, especially since my life pretty much consisted of Gabi, and her story wasn’t mine to tell. But I let Eden go on anyway, hoping she didn’t ask anything too personal.

      “Since you know why I chose accounting and finance, why did you? What made you start Kauffmann Investments?” She couldn’t have asked a more perfect question.

      “When I was fourteen, I started working at a small hardware store where I grew up. I loved the old man who owned it, Grady Allen. He was such a nice man who would give anyone the shirt off his back. When I was sixteen, he sat me down and said he had to let me go. I thought it was something I’d done, but he finally broke down and admitted he was going to lose the store. He couldn’t afford to keep it open anymore.” I paused to take a breath. No matter how long ago it’d been, retelling this story always seemed to get to me.

      “He had to fire you?”

      “My job wasn’t what worried me; I knew I’d find another one. And it wasn’t like he paid me very much anyway. What upset me the most was him losing the store. He’d had it for over forty years. So I took every penny I’d saved from working there and then asked my father for a loan to cover the rest. I asked him to give me until I turned eighteen to return it with interest.”

      “Did you even know what you were doing?” she asked, interjecting her thoughts into my story. It made me laugh. She seemed more concerned over my dire need to help my old boss than she did the outcome of Grady’s shop.

      “Not a clue. But I’d been there for two years and saw how he ran things. I saw what people bought. Not to mention, I’d talked to nearly everyone who’d come in and found out where they were getting parts and for how much. It’s hard to run a small shop and stay in competition with the big retailers. But it’s not impossible. Grady Allen came from a different era, so he wasn’t familiar with the competitiveness of Wal-Mart and the like.”

      “So you went into it completely blind?”

      “Business-wise? Yeah. I had no clue. But I had heart, and a lot of determination. I also had age on my side. I had the ability to research and look into the competitors who were threatening his store.”

      She bit her lip again, and when her gaze found mine in the night, the moonlight reflected off hers, sparkling like the stars above. “Sorry. Go ahead. I didn’t mean to cut you off.”

      I wanted to tell her it was okay, but I decided against it. Instead, I went on with my story. “So, I went to Grady Allen with a check and convinced him to give me a chance to turn his store around. He didn’t give in easily, but finally relented after I showed him my ideas. I had graphs and pie charts. I had numbers and suppliers. He realized this was a kid with a plan, and eventually let me have my way.

      “Within a year, he was not only in the black for the first time in a while, but he was making more money than he had in the previous ten years combined. When I turned eighteen, he gave me half-ownership of the store and made me his partner. It wasn’t what I was after, but that’s when he suggested I sell my share and start my own company. It was because he knew I had something special. He believed in me. My father sent me to college to learn about management and investments, and the rest is history.”

      “Wow. That’s rather impressive.”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      And then she laughed again. It did even more to me in the darkness because it literally surrounded me like an invisible blanket. Every thought in my head shut down with the sound. My troubles with Gabi vanished, my stress disappeared. Everything became better with the simple sound of her happiness.

      “Oh my God, why do I think you’re not joking?”

      “Why would I joke about something like that? I am impressive.” I finally snickered with her, enjoying this moment. It’d been too long. Although, a small ache settled in my chest, knowing this was wrong. I should’ve been enjoying moments with Gabi, not Eden. And more importantly, I shouldn’t have wanted to stay here.

      “It’s nice to hear you laugh,” she commented shyly.

      “Why’s that?”

      “You seemed really quiet when I first sat down. Last night you were friendly and inviting. This morning you were…intimidating. But tonight, you’re…I don’t know, distant.”

      I thought I did a good job of hiding it. Somehow, she saw through me. I wondered if she was the first person to see it since it all happened. Or maybe just the first person to say anything.

      I shrugged. “Just a rough day.”

      “Anything you want to talk about?”

      Sometimes I thought it would help to get it off my chest, but I didn’t really feel like I had anyone who’d listen. Yet here she was, asking me to open up to her. I could’ve talked to her about it, but I enjoyed spending time with her and refused to mess things up by bringing up miscarriages and depression. So I shook my head and said, “No, but thank you.”

      She was quiet for a moment, and then she stood up. I didn’t move. I sat there and watched as she peered over the banister into the lapping water below.

      “What are you doing?” I asked without taking my eyes off her.

      “We should go swimming. Jump in with me.”

      “I’m not jumping in. It’s not deep enough.”

      “Don’t be scared. This will be my first time in the Gulf of Mexico. It’s a monumental occasion. Don’t you want to experience it with me?” She teased me, taunted me. She flirted with me, and I knew I needed to put an end to it.

      I stood, determined to go home, but she kicked off her flip-flops and climbed over the railing. I should have told her no, that it was unsafe.

      I should’ve walked away.

      But I didn’t.

      Instead, I followed suit by taking off my tennis shoes and socks, then joining her on the other side.

      She stared at me with wide eyes, probably reflecting the same expression I knew I wore on my face. It was wrong. I shouldn’t have been on that side. I shouldn’t have been seconds away from jumping off a dock into water that was too shallow. But somehow, she made me forget about it all.

      About the pain I lived with.

      The laughter I longed for.

      The excitement I used to have for life.

      “Hey,” she said as she grabbed my hand. “Just know that if you ever need an ear, I’m a really good listener.” Before I had a chance to respond, she jumped forward, taking me with her.

      When I got to the water, I tucked my legs, not releasing them until I was on my way up to the surface. It was deeper than I had thought—the tide must’ve been in—and as I stood, the water came to my shoulders. Eden was almost a foot shorter than me, so I knew she wouldn’t have been able to stand.

      Her head pushed through the surface as she took in a lungful of air and grabbed ahold of me. “I can’t swim.” She sounded panicked and out of breath, so I brought her body to me and held her around her waist.

      Her legs wound around my midsection and squeezed. I wished she hadn’t done that. It’d been too long since anyone had touched me, even the slightest bit. Her legs wrapped around me was too much.

      I shouldn’t have liked it.

      I wished I hadn’t.

      “If you can’t swim, why the fuck would you jump in the water?” I asked, hoping to conceal my guilt with irritation.

      “You said it wasn’t that deep.” She was still out of breath and I didn’t know if it was from the jump or fear.

      “It’s normally not,” I responded as I walked her up to the shore.

      Once we made it far enough for her to stand on her own, she let go. That’s what I had wanted her to do from the beginning, ever since she’d latched on, but once she did, I wished she’d held on longer. The absence of her—of a simple touch—manifested into pain. The lack of physical human contact was excruciating. But I knew it was for the best.

      Silence consumed us as we walked to the shore. She inched closer to me, and I did nothing but stand there, waiting to see what she’d do. Her hands came up and held my face. She forced my gaze to hers. I resisted at first. But I gave in and let her look into my soul because she made me feel cherished and cared for. My heart ached and a war raged on inside my head. I shouldn’t have been there with her. The words were at the tip of my tongue. I can’t. But they didn’t come out.

      Her fingernails ran over the dusting of scruff on my cheek until I literally groaned in agony. That simple touch sent an ache throughout my body, a yearning I hadn’t felt in what seemed like forever.

      Slowly, she pulled my face closer to hers. Inch by painstaking inch, until her breath fanned across my lips. A split second before our mouths met, I turned my head, knowing this was wrong. I craved it, more than anything, but not from her. I needed it from Gabi—from the one woman I loved. But I hadn’t had it in so long. The need to feel wanted burned from the inside out. The guilt over desiring it from someone else was almost too much to bear.

      She moved away and let go of my face. “I’m so sorry. That was…that was stupid of me. My God. What was I thinking? You’re my boss! And I…threw myself at you. I was…I was wrapped up in the adrenaline of jumping off the pier. I’m sorry, Dane.”

      “Eden.” Her name burned my tongue, as if it knew it didn’t belong there. “Don’t apologize. It wasn’t your fault. I just can’t. This…can’t happen again.”

      “No. I know. Really, Dane, I’m so sorry. This isn’t who I am. I don’t go around trying to kiss random men. Especially men I work for. You don’t have to worry about me trying to do something like this ever again. I swear.” She rambled, taking on all the responsibility, and I knew I had to stop it. I had to make sure she knew it wasn’t her.

      “Seriously, stop apologizing. It’s not you. It’s not because I’m your boss—even though that should be the reason. I can’t do this with you because I’m…I’m with someone.”

      No words, only silence.

      Her feet shuffled in the sand as she took a step back, turned, paused, and then faced me again. Another step in my direction, her hand in the air. Her mouth opened and closed. And then she turned away again. But this time, she didn’t change her mind. She simply walked away, leaving me standing there.

      I wanted to run after her.

      I wanted to go home.

      I wanted…

      I wanted…

      I just fucking wanted to be happy again.
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      I stood in front of the mirror and wiped off the fog from my shower. Staring at my reflection, I saw someone unfamiliar to me. Unrecognizable. A shadow of the man I used to be.

      Anyone looking at me would never know the loneliness that lived inside. The desperation that had carved itself a spot and made a permanent home where my heart used to lay. But I knew because I struggled with it on a daily basis. It taunted me every day and refused to let me forget about the hollowness surrounding me.

      I worked out often, and it showed in my physique. On the outside, I appeared to be well put together. My dirty-blond hair was always kept short, neat, never long enough to be considered unruly. I trimmed my close-cut beard every morning—weekends included. During the week, I sported business-men ties and pressed pants, wore shoes that shined, and I carried a briefcase.

      Professional.

      Composed.

      But looks can be deceiving.

      Staring at myself now, I noticed how dull my blue eyes had become. No longer vibrant and full of life. I’d spent so long paying attention and pouring everything into Gabi that I hadn’t seen the effects her depression had on me. The toll it’d taken on me.

      I ran my hand over my scruff, the same place Eden had touched me earlier, and tried to remember what it felt like when Gabi used to scratch the short hairs. I fought to recall the feel of her hands on me, the way her breath used to warm the skin on my neck when we’d curl up together, even if only to watch a silly movie. I could no longer remember in vivid detail what it was like to be with her intimately. Instead, all I could feel was Eden’s hand on my face, her breath on my lips, her legs around my waist.

      It disgusted me.

      Giving up on the self-deprecating thoughts, I turned off the bathroom light and went to the bedroom. Gabi was already asleep, on her side facing away from me, so I carefully climbed beneath the covers to keep from disturbing her. But the longer I lay there, the worse my desperation became. I needed her, and I knew she needed me.

      Something had to give.

      Rolling onto my side to face her, I wrapped my arm around her waist. I no longer cared if I woke her or not. I wanted her awake. I needed her voice, her touch, her lips on mine.

      Depression affects more than the person struggling with it. It reaches out its talons and hooks everyone close—and I was tired of being ripped apart by it.

      I hauled her into me. Her back met my chest and warmth instantly flooded me. It was as if I’d been locked outside in the cold without a jacket, and then came inside to sit by the fire. Comforting. But it didn’t last long. She stirred and fought against my hold until I finally relented, letting her roll onto her stomach with her face buried into her pillow.

      And the frosty chill returned.

      I stared at the ceiling, knowing something had to give. A woman—a stranger—had made me smile, made me laugh, and I had enjoyed it. I craved it more than I thought possible. And I needed more of it. But there was a line I couldn’t cross, a point at which it was wrong. Sadly, I wasn’t sure I knew where that line was.

      The darkness took over while I contemplated it all. I loved Gabi, more than anything else in the world. However, at some point, I had to learn how to put myself first when needed. Only, I didn’t think it possible to ever put myself before her. She wasn’t whole. She wasn’t in a place where she was capable of taking care of herself.

      Gabi moaned in her sleep—a sound I hadn’t heard in ages. She became restless, flipping her head from side to side until she settled and faced me. Her eyes opened and a smile lilted her lips. It was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

      She slowly removed her arm out from beneath her and stretched it out to lay her hand on my bare chest. The heat from her palm flowed through me like the rays of the sun at noon.

      “Hey,” I whispered, completely unsure of how to act. Everything had been so difficult between us lately, and the last thing I wanted to do was scare her off or upset her somehow. I could upset her without even meaning to.

      Her smile grew wider while she blinked at me. “Hey,” she repeated in a sleepy voice, almost scratchy. “I missed you.”

      My chest grew heavy, as if the weight of the world settled on it, and a sigh escaped. Relief flooded me, as well as complete and utter joy. “I missed you, too, baby.”

      She softly ran her nails over my skin and scooted closer. “Make love to me. I need you, Dane. I love you so much. Please, make love to me.” The way she asked made it sound as though she were begging, although she never needed to. I’d do anything for her, and she knew it.

      I rolled into her, forcing her onto her back, and then covered her body with mine. The feel of her beneath me was something I’d longed for. Craved. Needed more than air to breathe. She was my oxygen, and I realized I’d been suffocating without her.

      Her lips were soft, her tongue warm. She wrapped her arms around my neck and held me against her. This could go on forever. The feel of her warm skin on my hands filled me with life, and the sounds of her desire urged me on.

      In an instant, she lay beneath me naked, her body bare for me to appreciate. To love. To worship like my life depended on it. She wrapped her legs around my waist and locked her ankles together to keep me there, like she’d always done, as if she were afraid I’d disappear. But it was her I was scared would vanish…more so than she already had.

      I filled her and swallowed her approval. She felt like heaven. Like home. Like all was right in the world. Her nails dug into my skin and urged me on. I couldn’t get enough of this woman.

      “Dane…” she whispered into the quiet room.

      I pulled away, needing to see her face. I had to make sure she wasn’t crying, because it’d been so long since I’d seen her eyes without the sheen of tears lining them. But what I saw beneath me made me stop everything. The world quit spinning and all the air had been sucked from my lungs.

      Instead of wide, brown eyes, I was met with the darkest shade of green I’d ever seen. Rather than the dry, cracked lips I’d spent so long staring at, longing for, I found perfectly plump ones painted red, curled into a heart-stopping grin.

      I sat back, not understanding what had happened. I was with Gabi, making love to Gabi…but beneath me lay Eden. Bare. Smiling up at me.

      She reached out and held my face. “Don’t stop, Dane. Keep going.”

      I glanced down and realized I was still inside her. Although, her body was nothing but a blur. I could see she was naked, but other than that, I couldn’t make out any features.

      “I can’t…” I tried to get away from her, but I couldn’t. I was frozen, unable to move.

      “I want to make you happy, Dane. Let me make you smile and laugh. You deserve that much.”

      Before I could respond, a buzzer sounded somewhere far off, but loud enough to echo in my head. My thoughts became fuzzy, my limbs tingly and heavy, and then finally, I opened my eyes, realizing it’d all been a dream. A dream I didn’t care to dissect.

      [image: ]

      On my way into work, I stopped by the front desk and immediately earned a welcoming smile from Gina. There was a reason I’d given her this position. No one could come into this office and feel like shit after a smile from her. It helped when clients came to me, on the brink of losing their companies, and were greeted so warmly.

      “Morning, Gina. Have you by chance seen a young woman come in? Red hair?”

      “The one from yesterday?” She drew her brows together in thought. “I haven’t seen her yet. But you know no one comes in before you. Do you want me to give her a message or call you when she arrives?”

      I tapped the desk and stepped away. “No, but thank you,” I said as I left her and headed for my office.

      I had a lot of work to catch up on after skipping out so early yesterday. My inbox was full and so was the stack of missed call memos. The light on my desk phone blinked, alerting me to voicemails I needed to retrieve. But I couldn’t focus on anything other than my dream.

      Shortly after sitting down at my desk, a soft knock came from the door to the adjoining room—Eden’s office. My heart raced and my palms grew clammy. I couldn’t understand it.

      Eden opened the door but didn’t make a move to come in. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I don’t know what I should be doing.” She offered a shy smile.

      I took a moment to appreciate her. She had her hair down and in loose curls that hung past her shoulders. Her makeup was light, like yesterday for her interview. Black pants and high heels made her legs appear to go on for miles—long, curvy miles. And a light sweater covered her arms. For some reason, I found myself yearning to see her ink.

      “Can we talk?” My voice practically got stuck in my throat, coming out hoarse and gravelly. I cleared it away and tried again, pointing to the chair in front of my desk. “Please, Eden, take a seat.”

      With her hands clasped in front of her, she did as I asked and walked toward me, meekly.

      “About last night—”

      “No,” she said with a stern shake of her head, interrupting me. “Please, let’s not go there. It’s embarrassing enough not talking about it. I’d prefer if we pretended it didn’t happen.”

      “I just need to explain.”

      “There’s nothing to explain. I made a move I shouldn’t have, and you led me to believe you were available…which you shouldn’t have. No need to make ourselves look more foolish than we already do.”

      “It wasn’t that I didn’t plan on telling you.” I ignored her protests and decided to explain anyway. I needed to get it off my chest. “You made me laugh, and to be honest, I’d forgotten what that felt like. I had hoped to hold onto it a little longer. This…” I wagged my finger in the air between us. “This is what I didn’t want to happen. Things changed. You’re acting differently. I’m acting differently. And all I cared about was continuing to laugh.” My breathing grew deep and my voice quieted down. “I didn’t want to stop living.”

      She didn’t say a word. She sat there and stared at me as her face softened and her eyes grew wide. Her tongue peeked out from between her lips as she licked them and all I could do was stare. I couldn’t believe I had blurted all that out. It wasn’t my intention. But regardless, I’d opened myself up for the first time in years.

      “I don’t know how else to act. Yesterday, you were some random guy I had met at a bar the night before. Last night, you were…” She shook her head and wrung her hands in her lap. “And today you’re my boss. With all due respect, Mr. Kauffmann, things would’ve changed regardless.”

      “Dane. Everyone here calls me by my first name.”

      She nodded but didn’t correct herself. “I would really like to get to work, but I don’t know what you need me to do. Is there some kind of training I should start on?”

      “Dane,” I repeated. “Call me Dane.”

      I couldn’t explain it, but I needed some sort of normalcy with her. It was a ridiculous notion, considering I’d only known her for a little over a day, and honestly, I didn’t know her at all.

      “Is there something for me to do, Dane?”

      The uneasiness was still there, but I could tell she was trying. The corner of her lip quirked up into the slightest smirk, and her tone held a note of teasing.

      “Sure is, Eden.” I gave in to my own grin and settled a bit. “As you already know, when companies are faced with bankruptcy or closing, they call me. I go in and help them change things in order for them to stay open and operating, and for them to understand how to keep doing so successfully. I invest money into the company and hold the decision-making authority. I pretty much buy the business for a limited amount of time.”

      She kept her eyes on me, her nod urging me along as I spoke.

      “I do this, in the event the company doesn’t succeed, to prevent the owners from selling off its parts and pocketing the profit. If that happens and the organization needs to be chopped up and sold off, any remaining profit goes to the employees. But that’s only happened a handful of times. I pick and choose which companies I bail out for that reason. I won’t take on one that’s too far gone. And my payout at the end of the contract is based upon my initial investment, plus the success of the company. That’s where you come in.”

      I waited for her acknowledgment before continuing.

      “I have too many prospective options coming in for me to research them all on my own. I outsourced that part once, but it ended up screwing me in the end, telling me ventures were solid returns when they weren’t. I was taking on companies with far too many risks, and it cost me too much money. I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “Should I be taking notes?”

      I chuckled under my breath and shook my head. “I currently have a department that weeds out the good from the bad and sends me a list of the ones that pass initial inspection. Even that list is too extensive and time-consuming for me to shuffle through alone. I need your help graphing them, charting them, showing me risk factors and where the money flow is. I need extensive information on the organization, starting at its inception. I need statistics and data that a Google search can’t provide. Can you handle that?”

      “Absolutely.” Her eyes brightened and her smile lit up the room. As soon as I’d begun to discuss her duties and my expectations, her disposition had changed. For the better. She now exuded confidence, and that was exactly what I’d hoped for.

      Feeling invigorated, I grabbed a file from my desk drawer and passed it to her. I had already gone over the information inside, but I was interested to see the conclusions she’d come up with. It was one I had discarded due to the blatant risk factors. From the cover, it looked like a pretty solid business. I called these jumpers—the ones you jump on quickly because they were smart investments. But once I dove into the owners’ personal backgrounds, the risks became too high and the red flags were glaringly evident.

      I knew it would take her all day to digest the information I’d handed over. I decided to use it as a way to test her to see what she would find, how long she’d spend on it, and ultimately, what decision she’d come up with. Her transcript from NYU was impressive, but I had hired people with impressive résumés before, only to learn later their intelligence didn’t transfer from college to the real world. But I knew what Eden had to offer and that’s why I’d hired her. Just like I knew which companies to take on. Gut instinct. Now I was interested to see if my gut instinct was right where Eden was concerned. And the only way I’d be able to tell was by analyzing what she returned to me and advised me was a wise investment.

      Eden was in her office when I went to lunch, and she was still in the same place an hour later when I returned. In fact, she never left her desk until almost four o’clock. I’d seen her on the computer and the phone throughout the day. I thought about interrupting her a few times, but quickly decided against it. I didn’t coddle any of my other associates, and I wouldn’t start with her.

      She knocked on the door between our offices and opened it, not waiting for a response. However, she didn’t come in. She remained in the doorway with the folder clutched tightly to her chest.

      “That was fast. I wasn’t expecting you to come up with a decision so soon.” I motioned her over to my desk and invited her to take a seat.

      “So soon? I’ve been working on it all day,” she teased. “Although, I was able to learn faster ways of looking things up, so hopefully, it won’t take me as long in the future.”

      I took the folder and opened it, acting as if I were poring over the details of the company. “Appears to be a good choice, doesn’t it?” I asked, baiting her.

      “Yes, it does.”

      I won’t lie, her answer was a little disappointing and my heart began to sink.

      “However, I don’t think you should do it.”

      That got my attention. “Oh, yeah? And why is that?”

      “Well, although it seems like a good choice on the surface, I started digging into the Johnson brothers—the ones who bought the company a few years ago. They both struck it big at a casino and used their winnings to buy the established firm. The corporation itself is what’s making it seem like a perfect idea because it’s amazing. Great idea, fabulous business plan, dedicated employees…however, the new owners…not so much. I would have had this to you right after lunch, but I was waiting on a call. I just got it and it confirmed my suspicions. The problem is the way they obtained the company in the first place. With their winnings, and they’ve never stopped gambling. Now they’ve been gambling with bigger wages. And even though I can’t solidly prove it’s the firm’s money, I don’t think it’s a safe investment. Too risky.”

      I was stunned into silence. She managed to find all this out in less than a day. It was impressive, but I was too shocked to offer much of a response. For some reason, she seemed nervous as she waited for my reaction.

      “Was my decision all right?”

      “All right? It’s fucking perfect. I’d already canceled this one out last week, but I was curious to see what you’d say. I’ve gotta tell you, Eden, you had me scared when you first came in with the file. But I’ll admit, I’m an extremely smart man for hiring you.”

      She finally laughed. “Yes, let’s go ahead and give you all the credit for my hard work.”

      “What? You didn’t know that’s what would happen when you took the job?”

      “You’re very right, Dane. You’re a smart man to hire such a talented, brilliant, hard-working woman such as myself,” she teased, and it lightened my spirits.

      “Good job today, Clare.”

      “Thanks, Kauffmann.”

      “Go ahead and go home for the day. I’m getting ready to leave, too. It was a good first day. You know, once we got past the morning.” I smiled, as did she. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She stood and began to return to her office when another thought crossed my mind.

      “Oh, and…Eden?” I waited for her to face me again. “You really don’t listen to me, do you? I told you to not cover your ink and to keep in your piercings. Yet you took them out and you’re wearing a sweater.”

      “It’s not professional,” she responded, as if it were obvious.

      My brows pinched together and I blinked a few times, expressing my confusion. I made a show of my arms, the parts that were visible with my sleeves rolled up. “Clearly, my company doesn’t follow the same idea of professionalism you seem to think. If the founder wears his ink proudly, then so should you. You are my sidekick, by the way.”

      She giggled and glanced at the floor.

      “And fuck what people say is professional. I like the Monroe and the nose stud. From now on, it’s part of your uniform. Come in without it again and I’ll send you home.”

      She nervously played with her large curls draping over her shoulder. I must’ve made her uncomfortable because she turned quiet again.

      “That wasn’t me hitting on you. That was nothing more than me giving you a compliment.”

      “I know.” She met my stare and offered an uneasy grin before turning to go to her office.

      I eyed the closed door that separated us and knew I was ready to accept the changes that lay ahead. Handing over some of the decision-making wouldn’t be easy, but I had a feeling Eden would make things easier.

      And in addition, I had an inkling that Eden would also make things more complicated.
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      Once a year, Kauffmann Investments held an associate appreciation barbecue at the beach. It was a way for me to show the people who devoted so much of their time to the company that I noticed them, and I valued their hard work.

      This year, I hadn’t looked forward to it, as I had in the past. Things seemed to get worse with Gabi by the day, and I currently had a hard time being thankful for anything. But I’d always been good at compartmentalizing, and that meant keeping things at work separate from my personal life. To a point.

      Normally, Gabi came with me. But as I got ready this morning, she refused to get out of bed. Part of me thought I should stay behind with her. My darkened mood wouldn’t add anything good for the people expecting a fun, relaxing day in the sun. But I knew not attending wasn’t an option. I had to go. Not only for them, but for me, as well. I couldn’t continue to stay cooped up in the condo with Gabi all day. The few times I’d managed to get her to talk, she obsessed over the baby. I literally lived in a bubble of pessimism, and I felt the need to escape the depravity that our relationship had reached.

      The sun was bright and the sand was hot. People were already in the area of the beach we’d roped off for the party. It should’ve been enough to pull me from the mood Gabi had confined me to, but it wasn’t. At least I was here. I needed a beer and some friendly conversation and I’d snap out of it. I headed to the cooler where several guys were huddled.

      Two minutes into listening to them talk about some game they’d watched, I caught the sight of her fiery hair. In an instant, everything else faded away. The conversation around me turned to a low hum, the people milling about on the beach blurred, and the sounds of the ocean became white noise. All I could focus on was the woman setting up her chair away from everyone else.

      Without thinking, I made my way to her, catching her by surprise when she glanced up and saw me standing next to her.

      “I hope it’s okay that I came. I know I’ve only worked for you for five days…but Steve from legal encouraged me to come. If I shouldn’t be here, I can leave. I won’t be upset if—”

      I stepped closer and placed the pad of my thumb over her lips to make her stop talking. “Eden, you’re allowed to be here. This is a company event. You work for the company. Therefore, you’re more than welcome to be included.”

      She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. Her shoulders slumped a few degrees, signaling the tension leaving her body. “Oh, good. I feel so out of place, but I figured if I didn’t come, I’d never meet anyone.”

      “Why do you feel out of place?”

      Her lips quirked and a soft, short gasp of a giggle escaped. “Let’s see here, Dane…I don’t really know anyone. I haven’t worked there for long—oh, and I can’t swim. We’re at a beach, and I don’t know how many excuses I’ll be able to come up with as to why I can’t go in the water.”

      “Why haven’t you ever learned how to swim?” I had wondered that very thing since the night she’d jumped off the pier, but I never found the right time to ask.

      She took in a breath and then slowly released it before answering. “My little brother couldn’t swim; he was scared of the water and wouldn’t even get near it. So we never went to pools or lakes. I was thirteen when he died, and I just never learned after that. I was so used to not being around water that it never bothered me.”

      “Except now you’ve moved to a place where you’re surrounded by water.”

      She smiled as her shoulders bounced up and down with one of her silent laughs. “Yeah. I guess I am. But I’m pretty sure twenty-five is a little too late to learn how to swim. I think I’ll be okay.”

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about making up excuses. The amazing part about the beach is you can stay in the shallow parts without needing to swim. And there’s a whole box over there”—I pointed over my shoulder to where we had everything set up—“with rafts and those foam noodles. You’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks. I think I need a drink first, though. Almost drowning last weekend traumatized me.” She laughed, and the sound of it distracted me from the guilt that plagued me anytime I thought about that night.

      “What would you like? I’ll go get it while you finish settling in.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She glanced down at the bottle in my hand. “Beer is fine with me. I’m not picky.”

      I nodded and headed to the cooler, if nothing more than to give me time to clear my head. Standing around a bunch of guys who’d known me for years, and worked with me on a daily basis, hadn’t done a damn thing to help my somber mood. But two minutes in Eden’s presence and somehow, everything cleared and seemed less gloomy.

      Before I could leave the cooler, I was stopped by Heidi from the legal department. “Someone brought cornhole. Did you and Gabby want to play?” She glanced around and then took notice of the two beer bottles in my hands. “Did Gabi come with you?”

      I felt awkward holding two drinks, but I passed it off, not wanting to look guilty for anything. I hadn’t done anything wrong. “Uh…no. She wasn’t feeling well. Maybe I can find another partner to play with me. I’ll come find you if I do.”

      I tried to move away, but she gently touched my arm to stop me. “Is she okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. She’s fine. Just wanted to stay out of the sun today.”

      With a nod, she dropped her hand and let me pass.

      Eden was in her beach chair when I reappeared with drinks. The plan was to hand her the bottle of beer I’d already opened and put in a koozie for her, and then leave her alone. But as soon as I approached her, she gestured with an open hand to the towel she’d spread out next to her chair.

      “Did you come by yourself?” she asked, practically eliminating any possibility of an exit. I nodded and dug my toes into the sand, refusing to sit. “Is this not her scene?”

      I glanced at her, wondering how to explain it, and questioning if I even should. But when my eyes locked on hers, I was mesmerized. Trapped. Unable to look away. And the words poured out, as if she’d placed me under a trance and coaxed the truth out of me.

      “Nothing seems to be her scene anymore.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      I blinked a few times, wondering what to do. I never spoke to anyone about Gabi, never thought it was right. But over this past week, I’d come to realize not talking about it had negatively impacted me. I’d found myself trapped in this dark, lonely space, and keeping everything in wasn’t helping.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to, but there’s clearly something going on. I’m a really good listener.” Eden pointed to the towel once again, and I finally caved.

      I sat next to her, beneath the shade of a few trees, and stretched my legs out. My eyes darted around the beach, and I quickly worried what others would think of me sitting here alone with her. Then I remembered they worked for me, and I stopped giving a shit. We were only talking. It wasn’t a crime to confide in someone of the opposite sex.

      “What’s her name?” Her voice broke through my thoughts, and I realized I hadn’t spoken since sitting down.

      “Gabi,” I answered without making eye contact.

      “That’s pretty. Is it short for something?”

      “Yeah. Gabriella.”

      “Oh, I love that name. Is she Spanish?”

      I finally turned my attention to Eden. I wasn’t sure how I felt about all her prying questions. Part of me grew irritated, wondering why she cared to know all this. But another part of me softened, realizing she was only being nice…and respectful.

      After our almost-kiss last weekend, things had been slightly awkward between us. There were moments when we both seemed to forget about it and found ourselves laughing and stealing glances through the window between our offices. And then there were times the uneasiness was so thick you could’ve cut it with a knife.

      “Her father was from Peru.”

      “Oh, wow. Does she speak Spanish?”

      “No. Her dad died when she was young.”

      “That’s sad. Does she remember him?”

      I shook my head, not understanding why she kept pushing the topic. It sounded like she sought to be friends with Gabi instead of trying to get me to open up.

      “I couldn’t imagine. Does she have any siblings?”

      “What does it matter? I don’t get why you’re asking so many questions about this.” My tone came out short and clipped. Opening up about personal things, things I’d kept guarded and safely behind a brick wall, was hard.

      Her red hair whipped around her face with the breeze, and I had to stop myself from reaching out to touch it. Gabi wasn’t a topic I cared to pursue any longer, and I didn’t have a desire to answer any more questions.

      She broke eye contact and stared off into the distance. Her expression softened and a quiet exhale slipped past her parted lips. “I need to know she’s real.”

      Her words drove straight into my chest. They exploded inside and wrapped around my heart, squeezing it and threatening to make it stop beating. I had no idea if she meant it the way I took it, but I couldn’t find it in me to ask her to clarify.

      “She’s real, Eden. I promise you, she’s real.”

      “You love her?” Her voice was so small I barely heard it over the crashing of the waves and the laughter of the people around me. But it was loud enough to echo in my thoughts.

      “Yes. I love her. I’ve always loved her.”

      “How long have you been together?” she asked.

      I smiled nervously. “Since high school. She was always this quiet girl who kept to herself. I couldn’t help but notice her, and finally, I decided to make the first move and talk to her.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “And you’ve been together ever since?”

      I nodded. “Yup. Through everything.”

      “Is that why you were quiet last weekend at the pier when I showed up? You said you had things going on…was it about her? You avoided talking to me about it to keep from telling me you were with someone?”

      I closed my eyes and thought about how to answer her. “That wasn’t it at all. I admit, it was nice being around someone who didn’t know how fucked up my personal life is, but that was it. I swear. You make it sound like I lied to you for some perverse reason. And that’s not the case.”

      “I didn’t say that, Dane. We flirted. You complimented me. We had an easy banter between us. I’m just saying had I known about Gabi from the beginning, I never would’ve tried to kiss you…and then things never would’ve gotten awkward.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. Maybe I was being selfish and enjoyed the flirting and the fun banter.” I glanced at her, hoping she could see the truth in my eyes. “Not because I was trying to be deceitful, but because I crave the kind of easiness you seem to provide whenever you’re around.”

      “What is so bad, Dane? What’s going on with you that’s so bad you have to flirt with a stranger from a bar with no hopes or desires for it to go further? I see you…” She held her opened palm to gesture to my body. “You’re a very attractive man. Not to mention, you have a great personality. Sometimes you’re even funny.” She offered a playful smile. “Things can’t be that bad.”

      “We found out we were going to be parents.” I shook my head, not having a clue as to why I decided to give in and blurt that out to her. “It wasn’t planned, but it was something we both knew we wanted eventually. I won’t lie—I was scared shitless. Neither one of us knew how to be parents, and we weren’t exactly prepared for it, but those two lines made it very clear it was something we would be doing whether we were ready or not.”

      Eden didn’t speak, letting me continue without interruption. I couldn’t even look at her while I recalled the story, so I stared at the sand covering her pink toenails and focused on that instead of the words coming out of my mouth. It helped with the pain settling in my chest.

      “When she was eleven weeks pregnant, she miscarried. The doctors explained it happens sometimes for no reason, but she took it hard. I took it hard too, but not like her. And I think most of my pain was because I witnessed her sorrow. This past Monday was her due date. I had forgotten about it until she called me home and reminded me.”

      Eden gasped. “I’m so sorry.”

      I shrugged. Apologies didn’t fix anything. “I think the hardest part is that she keeps referring to it as a she, even though we never knew what it was. To me, it was just a pregnancy. But to her, it was a baby girl. And I have mixed feelings about it. It’s not that I didn’t love it or want it, but to me, it wasn’t quite real. Maybe that makes me an asshole, I don’t know.”

      “It doesn’t make you an asshole. It’s harder for guys to understand the concept of a baby before it’s born. It’s different with women. We feel the change in our bodies. It’s not just an idea to women, it’s a reality. That doesn’t make you an asshole.”

      I stared at her with so many things I wanted to say. So many things I wanted to ask. Her demeanor changed and it made me move with caution.

      “Have you ever…?” I didn’t finish my question, but she knew what I meant.

      Her eyes never left mine as she slowly shook her head. “No, but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand how hard it is to lose something before getting it.”

      “The last seven and a half months have been excruciating. She refuses to let it go. She’s depressed all the time, and I don’t know what to do about it. I’ve moved on, and sometimes, she makes me feel guilty for doing so. Then there are times I resent her for holding on.” I knew I’d said too much and the guilt began to flood my system. It wasn’t my place to talk to another woman about Gabi. I don’t know what had motivated me to do so.

      Eden kept her gaze on me but didn’t utter a sound. She didn’t offer any advice or ask any more questions. She simply sat there with her dark-green eyes, pleading with me to keep going. I didn’t want to, but it seemed I was a slave to those emerald orbs. I shoved the guilt aside so I could continue. Now that I’d started purging, I couldn’t stop. The weight on my chest felt slightly lighter.

      “She used to see this psychologist but stopped going months ago. She said it wasn’t helping. After begging her to talk to someone, she’s finally agreed to see him again. But as far as I know, she hasn’t made an effort to do so. I miss the person she was before. It’s affected me greatly. I used to be happy. I used to be fun. And now I’m not capable of those things.”

      “I wouldn’t have guessed otherwise. I don’t look at you and see a miserable person. And I personally think you’re fun.”

      I couldn’t tell her she saw me that way because she brought it out of me when I was around her. She induced laughter and made me forget about my troubles. She was the reason for the smiles on my face. But I couldn’t tell her that without sounding like a bastard.

      “I guess some people have a way of bringing that out in me,” is all I said.

      A small, careful grin tugged at the corners of her lips, and it did something to me. Even after opening up about Gabi and the baby, her smile could still affect me. And I hated it. Gabi should’ve been the one sitting next to me and having that effect on me. It shouldn’t be another woman.

      But it was.

      And I didn’t know how to feel about that.

      Eden tilted her beer bottle up and finished the last drop. “You about ready to get in the water?” she asked, and I knew she’d done it to change the subject.

      “Sure. But let me go grab a couple floats. Can I get you another drink?” I stood and brushed the sand off my legs.

      “Please. I might need it if I’m in the ocean.” She giggled.

      The moment she reached for the hem of her top, I quickly walked away, unable to handle watching her strip down to her bathing suit.

      “Who’s that?” Gary, one of the guys from the office, stopped me on my way to the cooler. He tipped his chin, gesturing behind me, even though I knew who he meant.

      “Oh, that’s Eden Clare. She’s my new assistant. She started this week.”

      “Lucky you. You get to see that every day?”

      Every muscle in my body stiffened. A wave of protectiveness washed over me—something I hadn’t felt in a really long time, and never for anyone other than Gabi. But I didn’t like the way he regarded Eden. I wanted to lash out, to punch him, to wring his neck, except I couldn’t do any of that. I had no right. She didn’t belong to me, and I couldn’t risk anyone questioning my feelings toward her. Hell, even I didn’t understand it.

      Instead of speaking my mind, I simply responded, “She’s very smart and has helped me tremendously. I wouldn’t be surprised if she ends up taking over and demotes me to assistant.” I’m sure he misread the smile on my face, assuming it was a joke. But the truth is, merely thinking about Eden and how brilliant she was brought on a level of happiness I never expected.

      “Regardless, she’s gorgeous.”

      I grabbed two beers and glanced over my shoulder, wondering what had him staring in that direction. Eden stood next to her chair, spraying lotion on her bare legs.

      I couldn’t look away.

      She was so beautiful and ungodly sexy, and I finally got to see the full extent of the tattoo on her arm. They were colorful flowers, but I had seen those before. What I hadn’t seen was the tree branch that extended across her shoulder blades, leading to the flowers. It was an amazing piece. I had quite a few tats on my body and had seen a lot on others. But I had never seen something that amazing.

      A tree decorated the entire right side of her torso. The trunk was twisted and dead, but the limbs coming out of it were very much alive. They swept under one shoulder blade and crossed her upper back to the other, ending in the most beautiful explosion of colorful flowers that made up the half sleeve on her left arm. I longed to see it up close and touch every inch of it, trace the lines with the tips of my fingers.

      I had to stop staring. I felt like everyone on the beach noticed my obvious assessment of her. I shook it off and grabbed a raft before heading over to where she stood, keeping my attention on the sand instead of the stunning redhead in a revealing bikini.

      “Thanks,” she said when she took the beer from my hand. “Why do I feel like everyone’s eyes are on me right now?”

      I dropped the raft to my feet and tugged my shirt over my head. “Just ignore them. You’re new…they always scrutinize the new people.”

      I tossed my shirt onto her chair and picked up the raft. But when I faced Eden again, I found her staring at my chest, her mouth hanging open. It wasn’t the first time a woman had viewed me in that way, but it was the first time I never wanted it to end. I’d never wanted someone to check me out as much as I wanted her to. And as I watched her large chest heave up and down, I knew I had the same effect on her.

      Even though I didn’t want the moment to end, I knew it had to. So I cleared my throat, earning her attention, and asked, “You ready to do this?”

      She shook her head, as if clearing away her thoughts, and then nodded. “Better get me out there before I change my mind,” she said with a soft giggle.

      I walked ahead of her, knowing I wouldn’t be able to handle seeing her bottom sway in those small bikini bottoms had I walked behind her. And once I made it out far enough, I stopped and turned around. I couldn’t contain my laughter when I found her about ten feet behind me, wide-eyed with fear, the waves hitting her knees.

      “Come on…I have your raft.” I pushed it in her direction while still holding onto it. “It’s not deep here. The water will come up to your waist. You’ll be fine.”

      Fear coated her face until she reached me and took hold of the raft, gripping it tightly as if her life depended on it.

      “I thought the goal was to keep people from knowing you can’t swim.” I couldn’t stop laughing, and it was a good thing she found it funny, too—otherwise, she might’ve been offended thinking I was making fun of her.

      “I almost drowned a week ago. It will take time to get over my lifelong fear. I still have nightmares about it.”

      I grabbed the raft between us and lowered myself until the waves washed over my shoulders. It was the only thing separating us, and for the first time, I found myself wishing there was nothing in our way. I couldn’t stop thinking about the night on the pier when we’d jumped off the side. The way her legs had worked their way around my waist and the dreams that had consumed me almost every night this week.

      Ever since the first night I met Eden, I recognized that she was attractive. There really wasn’t anything about her I didn’t like. However, not once had I felt attracted to her…until now. The realization made my stomach roll and my heart speed up.

      “When you said you needed to know Gabi was real…what did you mean by that?” I found myself asking. I had no idea where the question had come from, and now that it was out there, I wished I could’ve swallowed it back down.

      Eden tipped her beer up and took a long pull from the bottle. She averted her eyes and licked the liquid from her lip, and I could tell my question had thrown her off as much as it did me.

      Right before I could tell her to ignore the question, she opened her mouth and gave me the answer I craved to hear—however, it was also what I feared the most. “You’re fun to be around and I enjoy talking to you. I know I could easily fall for you if I let myself…and honestly, it’s a fight not to. I thought if I knew about her—her name at the very least, or how you fell in love—it’d be easier to picture you as a couple and to treat you as nothing more than my boss.”

      It wasn’t until I felt her legs brush against mine in the water that I realized how close I’d brought the raft—and her—toward me.

      “Do you think it’s a bad idea for you to work for me?” My gaze slowly lifted from her chin to her eyes, and I recognized the same fear I suffered stared back at me. “I’m not insinuating you should quit, and I’m not going to fire you. If I’m being completely honest, you’re the best thing that’s happened to me since…” I shook my head, refusing to finish that sentence. The pain was a constant reminder of my link to Gabi. Eden made me forget all the suffering that waited for me at home.

      “Honestly, Dane? I don’t know. I’m still so new at my job, but I can already tell that I love it. I can’t see myself walking away or doing something different. It’s the job I’ve dreamed about for years, and I thought I’d had to work my way up to obtain something that dropped in my lap. I feel like the luckiest girl on the planet. And I won’t lie…part of the reason I love it so much is because of you.”

      “I guess I’m just worried how much our personal feelings toward one another might affect our working relationship.” I wanted to kick myself for inadvertently admitting I felt the same as she did.

      Her eyes met mine and softened. The beginning of a small grin shadowed her lips. And just like that, all the worry inside me vanished. “You’re a good man, Dane. Even though you didn’t tell me about Gabi when we first met, you said something when it counted. Most men wouldn’t have done that. Not to mention, I’m not a fan of cheating…so you don’t have to worry about me causing any problems.”

      If only she knew how many problems she’d already caused to my now constant inner turmoil. Granted, it wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t control my dreams any more than I could, but it didn’t change the fact I thought about her when I shouldn’t…which was pretty much all the time.

      “Hey, Dane?” Her soft and timid voice caught my attention more than a loud shout would’ve. “Why don’t you wear a wedding band?”

      Her question caught me off guard. I couldn’t recall telling her I was married. I’d only indicated to her I had met Gabi in high school and had been with her ever since. I told her about the baby, but plenty of people got pregnant before getting married.

      My silence must have made her nervous because she continued. “I overheard someone talking at work and she called Gabi your wife. But I’ve never seen you wear a ring, and looking at your finger now, I don’t see a tan line, either.”

      “That’s because I’m not married.”

      I didn’t miss the spark in her eyes when they met mine.

      “We’re engaged, though.”

      Nor did I miss it vanish right before she closed them.
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      “Why do you keep checking the phone every five seconds? Are you waiting for a call?” Eden asked as she unwrapped her sandwich.

      Somehow, ever since the beach, we’d found ourselves a good routine. It’d only been a week, but we managed to find a comfortable balance between work and friendly conversation. The door between our offices always remained open, and every day at noon—providing we weren’t in the middle of a conference call or meeting—we ate lunch together at my desk.

      “Gabi finally made an appointment with her psychiatrist and it was this morning. She was supposed to call me afterward, but I haven’t heard from her. I’m starting to get a little worried.”

      “What are you worried about?” Her concern was real, and it comforted me to know she cared enough to talk about it. It was new to me, since I wasn’t used to having anyone I could talk openly about Gabi to, but I was adjusting.

      “I don’t know. She hasn’t been herself in a really long time. So I don’t know what kind of mood she’ll be in after leaving the appointment.”

      The phone on my desk came to life and I instantly picked up the receiver, grappling with it until I finally settled it against my ear.

      “Kauffmann.” I tried to sound confident, but felt ready to lose it at any moment.

      “Well, hello there, Dane.”

      The weight nearly crushed me when I recognized the female voice on the other end of the phone. I blew out a long exhale into the receiver in place of a greeting.

      “Don’t sound so excited to hear from me,” she said with a giggle.

      Janette. She was my publicist, and a damn good one at that. She had a husband and two boys who she kept in line, and she did the same things here at the office. Truly, she was a godsend. I always enjoyed hearing from her, but not when expecting a call from Gabi regarding therapy. It was just bad timing.

      I rolled my eyes and loosened up a bit. “What’d I do now?”

      “What makes you think you did anything? Guilty conscience?”

      “That depends… Did you find out about me moonlighting as a high-priced male escort?” I’d forgotten about Eden’s presence until she laughed under her breath, catching my attention. I couldn’t help but smile at her. And just like that, all worry had vanished and I found myself living in the moment, lost in her green eyes.

      “High priced? Please, Dane. You wouldn’t make a buck.”

      Roaring laughter ripped from my chest until I was reclined in my black leather chair. “You’re just jealous. My going rate is five figures, easy.”

      “Not on the corner I see you on at night.”

      “Janette…I’d ask why you’re driving past corners with hookers, but I’m gonna leave that one alone.” I continued to laugh but stopped the second I saw the humor drain from Eden’s face.

      “Whatever. I actually called for a reason, and it has nothing to do with you paying for sex. I returned from my two-week vacation to find out you’ve hired a new assistant. And to make matters worse, you stole her from me. She was supposed to be my new receptionist.” Her tone was filled with humor, so I knew she wasn’t legitimately angry.

      “We both know she’s overqualified to be your receptionist. Consider it a win-win because you still get to work with her, and now it will be on a more collegial level.” Eden took another bite of her sandwich and wouldn’t meet my gaze. “We’ll schedule something soon so you two can meet. I’d like to brainstorm some ideas I’ve been thinking about.”

      “Sounds good. Talk to you soon.”

      I hung up and let out a sigh. I’d convinced myself it would be Gabi calling and almost had a heart attack. Living under this kind of stress wasn’t healthy.

      “That was Janette, my publicist. She’s fantastic. You should set up a meeting in the next week or so to go over a few things.”

      “Oh,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. “That’s why the comment was made about still working with me.”

      I nodded and continued eating my lunch.

      “Tell me about how you and Gabi met.”

      “Why?” I stopped mid-chew, both surprised and perplexed by her question.

      She smiled and waited until she swallowed her bite before answering. “Sometimes when I’m worried about something, thinking about a more cheerful time gets me through. Maybe I’m way off base, but I assumed thinking of her when you first met might make you feel better about what’s going on.”

      I couldn’t believe I was about to give in, but I did. “It was in tenth grade. Her mom had recently gotten married and they’d moved to town. She was the new girl, starting school mid-year, which every kid dreads. But it also made it hard to miss her. She was quiet and mostly kept to herself, so had it been the beginning of the year when there were tons of new kids, I might have missed our chance meeting.

      “We had math together and she sat right in front of me. It was always one of my better subjects, but she was struggling, so I finally offered her my notes. And eventually, I started helping her after school a couple times a week. We’d meet in the library and work on our homework together. She didn’t talk much and I chalked it up to her being new. Her introverted attitude made conversation difficult and all we ever discussed was math. But I got to spend time with her so I didn’t care if we talked about math or the weather.”

      “So you tutored her in order to spend time with her? That’s cute.”

      I thought it’d be weird discussing Gabi with Eden, but her smile made me chuckle, and I was quickly reminded of how easy it was to talk to her about anything.

      “Finally, just before the school year ended, I asked Gabi out to the movies. She said no.” I grinned, remembering it as if it were yesterday. “I kept at it, though. I asked her out every day until the last day of school. I didn’t know where she lived, and she wouldn’t give me her phone number, so I waited the entire summer until the first day of junior year and persistently started again. She readily agreed on that very first day of school. We went to dinner that Friday, and the rest is history.”

      “That’s a really great story, Dane,” she said, the corners of her mouth curving up. “But now you have me intrigued. The rest is not history. Tell me more.”

      “I was so used to her not saying much, that when I finally got her phone number and called, I was surprised by how much she opened up. We stayed up talking from eight that night until two in the morning. And then the next night, we spent five more hours on the phone. I don’t know what the hell we had to talk about for that long, but we managed to think of something interesting, I guess. There wasn’t one awkward moment of silence the entire time.” Those memories brought a smile to my face.

      Eden finished her sandwich before asking another question. Leaning back in the chair, she tightened her features and took on an inquisitive stare. “So she started getting depressed after the baby? Things were good until then?”

      The phone rang, and it couldn’t have happened at a more perfect moment. It disrupted the trip down memory lane at a point I needed to stop reminiscing.

      My eyes met Eden’s and hers went wide. She glanced between me and the ringing phone on my desk, silently telling me to answer it. I wasn’t sure why I hesitated. I had been waiting for it to ring all morning, and when it finally did, I froze—paralyzed by what I’d hear on the other end of the receiver.

      I picked up the phone and let out a sigh of relief when I heard Gabi’s voice on the other end. Eden smiled at me and got up to return to her office, leaving me alone with my phone call.

      “What did he say?” I asked impatiently.

      “I told him I didn’t want to be on medicine. I hate those pills, Dane.”

      “I know you do. What did he say?”

      “He said we can try a few weeks of counseling and see how that goes, but if I’m not improving then he thinks I should try a different medication. What if I get like last time? I can’t go through that again,” she cried.

      “We’ll just have to try really hard to get through this together, okay? You have me, Gabs. I won’t let anything happen to you. I swore once that I would keep you safe from ever getting hurt again, and I’ve kept that promise to the best of my ability, have I not?”

      “Yeah, you have. I don’t know where I’d be without you. I love you. You know that, right? I know I haven’t been very good to you lately—I certainly haven’t shown you how much you mean to me, and I hate that. You deserve better.”

      I loathed the despair in her voice. It fucking killed me. I was heartbroken that she thought more about my happiness than her own. There I was, openly discussing my relationship with Gabi to Eden, while Gabi was at home, feeling like shit because she wasn’t able to be what I needed.

      “Gabs, I know you love me. And we’ll get through this. Just you and me, like always.”

      [image: ]

      Gabi was quiet throughout dinner. I tried talking to her about the appointment, but all she gave me were general answers. I hated to push her, but I knew if I didn’t, she would slip further and further away. It’d happened once before. Although, what had caused that downward spiral would have made anyone slip so far down the cracks they never would’ve come back. But Gabi had. I’d pushed her so hard I ended up pulling her, right back into the living. It’s what gave me hope that there was light at the end of this tunnel, too.

      “How about we go for a walk on the beach?” I asked her as we cleaned the kitchen together. At least that was an improvement. She normally retreated to the room with her e-reader and left it all for me. Much like the laundry and the cooking.

      “No, I think I’m going to take a bath and finish this book I started yesterday.”

      “Okay, then I’ll stay here.” I didn’t want to leave her all alone. I knew her visit with Dr. Greiner took a lot out of her, and my worry over her won out.

      “Don’t. You love your walks. I swear, I’m fine. I’m just drained from today and need to unwind. Please, don’t let me keep you from your evening. I’ll even wait up for you,” she said with a short peck to my lips.

      I wanted to argue, to show her some support by staying by her side, but she was right. My walks on the beach were cathartic and helped me clear my head—I needed them for my own mental wellbeing.

      On my way out to the pier, I thought about how much I missed the days when Gabi would kiss me—like really kiss me. It had been so long since she last shoved her tongue down my throat like she really had to have it. It had been even longer since she said something dirty to me. And it made me wonder if that’s what happens in relationships when you’ve been with someone for so long. I guess after more than eleven years of dating—over nine years living together—I should’ve expected that to die out. The possibility of complacency never crossed my mind, but it could simply be the natural evolution of long-term relationships. Maybe she wasn’t as depressed as I believed her to be. Maybe I was too focused on the old version of Gabi and didn’t take into account that no matter how much therapy she participated in, she’d never again be the version of the girl I’d fallen in love with. I didn’t think I had changed that much since we first got together, but clearly I had. It was only rational for both of us to change.

      The pier was empty when I walked up to it. But that didn’t surprise me. I hadn’t run into Eden there since that first night when we’d jumped into the water. Being here again without her left me thinking about a lot of things. The white noise of the waves on the shore took me to a place I’m not sure I was mentally ready to go.

      I wondered if meeting Eden was fate—destiny. My relationship with Gabi was in the worst state of disarray—worse than it had ever been before. I couldn’t stop questioning how much worse it’d get before we would start to see hope on the horizon—if it ever would get better. I was miserable. I couldn’t deny that. Although, now that Gabi had agreed to seek help, I had hope for seeing some positive change, but the last thing I wanted to do was hang my hat on the possibility of a bright future. And for the last two weeks, Eden had been my saving grace. She’d been the light in the dark maze I’d been lost in. That realization only left me more perplexed.

      Part of me questioned why I was still with Gabi. It sickened me when I allowed my thoughts to drift that way, but I couldn’t help it. Some days I felt as though I hung in there out of pure obligation, because of a promise, a commitment I’d made to her when we were teenagers. But I knew that wasn’t entirely true. I did love her. Even in her darkest days, I loved her. Although sometimes, I wondered if love was enough. There had to have been some subconscious reason I hadn’t married her yet, even though we’d been engaged for almost a year. But for the life of me I couldn’t reconcile any of it in my mind.

      “Well, look who’s here.”

      That melodic tone could only belong to one person—Eden. I instantly had a smile on my face before I even turned around, but the smile quickly fell once I saw her. She was dressed in a really tight skirt, which didn’t even look much like a skirt. It looked more like a tiny piece of fabric, barely enough to cover her ass. Her tank top was loose and hung on her, but her tits were heavy and noticeable. I struggled to not stare. When I finally made my way up to her eyes, I noticed she wore her makeup like she had that night we’d first met at the bar. And her hair was in those big curls I loved so much.

      She looked hot, and I felt like a dick for noticing.

      “You haven’t been here in a week,” she said as she walked closer to me before lifting herself onto the railing, causing her skirt to ride up higher on her thighs.

      “I’ve been here.” My voice came out like a kid going through puberty. We each laughed awkwardly at the crack in my tone. And then we both audibly sighed.

      “Well, I haven’t seen you.”

      “Maybe we just keep missing one another. I take walks on the beach nearly every night, and I always end up here before going home. It’s like my safe place.”

      “It is beautiful.” She stared into my eyes as she said the words, and my heart skipped a beat. A light breeze drifted past us, catching her perfume and wafting it over me. I leaned into it, needing to smell it again. It wasn’t until her breath hit my face that I realized how close I’d gotten.

      Even her scent affected me.

      “I shouldn’t be here.” I took a step away from her.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” she said almost breathlessly.

      “I should go home.”

      “Yes, you should.” The words escaping her mouth were mostly filled with air and heavy breathing. Her internal struggle was as obvious as my own. The tension we both felt mirrored the other.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I was here first. You should leave. You should be the one to go home.” I laughed, playing it off as a joke, even though it wasn’t. Work was a safe place for us to be near each other and talk, but here…it was dangerous. Painfully aware of our mutual attraction, and the admitted struggle to both fight against it, it was wrong for us to meet up like this on the beach.

      “You’re right, I should go,” she said but didn’t move from her perch on the railing next to me. I’d put space between us, but it wasn’t enough. She was still within arm’s reach, and that was risky.

      “Yes, you should.”

      “Maybe I’ll come earlier next time, so you can’t make me leave,” she retorted with a coy smile.

      “That’s a good idea. I’ll let you use my pier until I show up. Then you’ll have to go home so I can enjoy it. That’s how it’ll work from here on out.”

      “That’s so thoughtful of you, Mr. Kauffmann.”

      “I’m a thoughtful guy, Miss Clare.”

      “If you were, you’d share it with me.”

      “I am. I’m allowing you to be here when I’m not.”

      “Are you afraid to be here with me?” The smile remained on her face, but her tone had taken on the slightest hint of uneasiness—mocking me.

      “Hell yeah, I’m scared. You admitted to me last weekend you have to fight off your attraction to me. I can’t risk you trying to jump me. I’m a good-looking guy, and you’re very athletic. I feel like I need pepper spray when I’m in your presence.”

      Her nervous laughter echoed in the silence, but she glanced down at her swinging legs.

      “Stop doing that.”

      “Doing what?” She met my stare again.

      “Being shy.”

      She shrugged and rolled her eyes.

      “You have nothing to be shy about.”

      “It’s simply who I am, Dane. Always been like that, and always will be.”

      “Well, then maybe that’s why we met. Maybe the purpose of you being in the same bar I was that night, and me owning the only company you want to work for, is to enable me to bring you out of your shell. Maybe it’s so I can un-shy you.”

      She laughed and playfully swatted my shoulder. “Oh, yeah? So what’s my purpose for you? What’s the big reason the universe brought me into your life?”

      To make me happy. To make me smile. To make me feel something other than down. To bring me light when the rest of my world is so dark, and to make me feel exactly how I do in this moment.

      Of course, I didn’t say any of that.

      “To make my job easier at work.”

      “Good answer.”

      I settled against the wooden railing again, leaning into it with my elbows, and watched the moonlight dance on the horizon. “Where did you go tonight?”

      She shrugged and turned her attention away from me, staring off down the empty shoreline. It took her a moment, but when I didn’t say anything else, she finally answered me. “A date.”

      “Oh, another one of your Internet dates?”

      “Yeah. But it didn’t go well. There definitely won’t be a second one.” She sighed, her shoulders slouching, and she turned to find me staring at her. “He was an asshole who apparently thought I was easy. When he realized I wouldn’t sleep with him, he called me a tease and said I should dress like the prude that I am.”

      I hated how giddy that confession made me. It shouldn’t have, but it did. I felt like a kid in a candy store. Not that this guy was an asshole, but that she didn’t give in and wouldn’t be seeing him again.

      “What’s his name? I wanna kick his ass.”

      “Don’t.” She waved me off with a gentle smile. “He’s not worth it. Trust me. He had a line on his ring finger, too. I’m assuming he’s a cheating bastard with a Mrs. waiting for him at home.”

      My insides grew cold at her words. I knew I hadn’t cheated on Gabi—or anyone else—but it didn’t stop the guilt from weighing me down. It didn’t matter that my lips had never touched hers, or that I kept my hands—and indecent thoughts—to myself. On more than one occasion, I found myself thinking of her, and there were plenty of times I sought her out, craving her company. That was enough to make me feel like a cheating bastard.

      “So, how did the appointment go? How was she when you got home?” she asked, effectively changing the subject and dousing more cold water on my already tepid thoughts. I guess she could sense my inner turmoil.

      I stared into her eyes and saw her—really saw her, as though I had an open window into her soul. And, God, the view through that frame was stunning. Staring back at me was the most caring person I’d ever been associated with. Someone who genuinely cared to know about me, to talk to me.

      And that’s when it hit me.

      The revelation was monumental.

      Eden had been the only person in months—months—to ask me about me. To ask about my day. To ask about important things in my life that truly mattered. No one else had bothered to find out what was going on with me.

      “Tell me something about you.” I stood up straighter, giving her my undivided attention.

      “I take it things didn’t go well?”

      “There’s not much to talk about, so I don’t really have much to say. I kind of don’t want to get my hopes up. But I don’t want to talk about me, Eden. I’ve done enough of that by telling you all kinds of things I’ve never shared with anyone else. Now it’s time to learn something about you. Tell me something you don’t talk about with other people.”

      Her head shook from side to side and her curls bounced on her bare shoulders. I could no longer look at her tattoo without thinking of the rest that connected to it. The image was ingrained in my head.

      “I dated a guy all throughout college. I loved him. I thought we’d get married. But he broke up with me right before school ended. He kept the apartment and all the furniture since it was all his when we moved in together. He took all our friends, because I gave most of mine up when we’d first started dating. I was left with absolutely nothing for the last two weeks of school before I moved here. I came with my clothes and a sleeper sofa I bought at a garage sale on my way down. My parents don’t know any of that.” She’d unloaded an enormous amount of personal, intimate information as though she was describing the shade of green on the grass. She had to have been profoundly affected by the situation, but she delivered the story as though it was unimportant.

      “Why did he break up with you?” It probably wasn’t the best question to ask without so much as trying to console her wounded heart, but the question pressed past my lips before I could stop it.

      “He couldn’t keep it in his pants. The worst part was it wasn’t just cheating—he had a full-blown affair. I don’t even know how long it went on before he chose her over me. I wish I could say I caught him in the act and chewed his ass out. Or that I at least had the privilege of leaving him instead of the other way around, but I didn’t even get that satisfaction. I was literally left with nothing. He kicked me out and the bitch immediately moved in.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I never would have guessed she literally moved here with nothing after that kind of turmoil. She seemed so strong, so sure of herself, I never would have imagined she’d been literally stripped down to nothing.

      “Wow. Did he have a reason?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “What if he wasn’t happy? Not saying you made him miserable, because I’m sure you didn’t. But what if, for some reason, he wasn’t?”

      “Then he should’ve left me before he started seeing her. She knew about me. And you know what? I feel sorry for her. I pity her, because she was with a cheater, while knowing he was a cheater. And from now on, whenever he goes out without her, or comes home late from work, or uses his credit card at a department store, it will cross her mind that he’s doing the same to her. If he could cheat on me, then he can cheat on her.”

      My mind swam with drowning thoughts. She was right—if he wasn’t happy, he should’ve left. I got that. But I also understood being bound by constraints that prevent someone from leaving simply because they’re dissatisfied. Sometimes, they stay to protect the other person—to make sure they’re safe. Giving up is easy, but it’s the hardest thing in the world when you’re fearful for the other person’s wellbeing, their mental health, their sanity. However, one thing did become painfully clear to me in that moment. I now questioned my reason for staying with Gabi if I was so miserable and had been for quite some time.

      I stayed because I couldn’t risk her hurting herself.

      I sacrificed my happiness for her life.

      It wasn’t fair to me, but it was the path I chose.

      “Are you trying to tell me something, Eden? Is this your subtle way of suggesting I leave Gabi if I’m so miserable?”

      “No…not at all. I don’t presume to know anything about your relationship, other than what you’ve shared with me. And even knowing what little you’ve offered, I have no right to judge or form opinions. You were the one who asked me to tell you something about myself…so I did.”

      When she cast her gaze toward the ground again, I moved to stand in front of her, putting my finger beneath her chin and forcing her to meet my gaze.

      “Stop. Please stop hiding. It’s just me.”

      A small smile appeared on her lips. She reached out and touched my cheek, letting her fingertips linger on my skin until it burned with the heat of an inferno.

      I looked right into her eyes, which were hard to see with the sun gone, but that didn’t stop them from shining back at me. I wished I knew what she was thinking. What went through her head. I wanted to know all her thoughts, no matter the importance of them.

      My forehead dropped to hers—it was unintentional and happened naturally. But she didn’t push me away. Instead, she ran her fingers lightly over my beard and closed her eyes.

      Our breathing turned erratic and blended together in the small gap separating our mouths. Her panting breaths licked my lips, and it drove me crazy. I found myself in a war between right and wrong. But before I could do or say anything, she whispered the same words that burned the tip of my tongue, “You should go.”

      It was a douse of cold water on our hot moment, but it was desperately needed. Neither of us willing to make a move, but it was too hard to push away. I knew she felt it, too. I could tell by the way her chest heaved, and the way her hand lingered on my face. She made the right call.

      I stepped away, letting my hand fall from her chin as hers fell from my cheek, but I didn’t avert my eyes from hers. She didn’t turn away, either. It wasn’t all in my head—the chemistry between us wasn’t a figment of my imagination. It was there. It was almost tangible. The real question was whether it was right. If it was only physical or something else. The fact it was likely something else scared me the most. I wasn’t ready for that. Didn’t know if I ever would be ready to put something ahead of Gabi and her wellbeing.

      “Goodnight, Eden. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I didn’t wait for her reply. I turned around and started the lonely walk home. I should have spent that time getting my head straight, clearing my thoughts, and focusing on what was most important. But I didn’t. I strolled along, thinking about Eden and how different my life would be with her. No matter how promising that thought was, it could never happen. Someone else depended on me, and I couldn’t shirk that responsibility, that commitment.

      Gabi was curled up in bed with her e-reader and didn’t even acknowledge me as I walked into the room. The light from the screen illuminated her face with an almost ethereal glow. She was beautiful, but very different from Eden. Where Eden’s eyes were shaped like almonds and the color of a forest tree, Gabi’s were large and dark. Eden had creamy colored skin, not quite pale but certainly not tan. It looked like she could probably tan if she really tried. But Gabi was light brown all over, as if she spent hours in the sun instead of inside reading. Their hair was completely different, too. Both were long, but Gabi’s hung limply against her body. She used to put forth effort to make it look good, style it every day. She didn’t do that much anymore. If she did anything to it, she only put it up in a ponytail. It made me think about how I used to play with it across my chest as she laid on me.

      We didn’t do that anymore, either.

      I finally stopped staring at her. It was pointless. She didn’t notice me there, too engrossed in her book to pay any attention to me. Comparing the old version of Gabi to that of Eden wasn’t beneficial to anyone, but most importantly, it simply wasn’t fair.

      After my shower, I climbed under the covers, moving closer to her. I tried kissing her shoulder, hoping to gain her attention. It didn’t. “How’s your book?” I asked as I ran my fingertips down her small arm to her hand. That didn’t make her look my way, either. I finally gave up, knowing she was lost in the book, and the story was more important than me. They all were. Once she’d finish one, she’d be on to another. I hated those damn books. She used them as a way to escape reality.

      And in the process, me.

      I rolled over and gave her the space she clearly wanted. “Good talk,” I mumbled to myself.

      As I lay there, staring at the ceiling and listening to her breathe, I thought for the first time about leaving her. I knew I couldn’t simply walk away after everything we’d been through—after everything she’d been through—but there was a part of me that desperately wanted to. However, that would make me an asshole. I had to think about Gabi and what would happen to her. What she’d do to herself if I left.

      After my very brief contemplation of putting myself first, I made up my mind. I couldn’t leave. She was making an attempt to heal. For her. For me. For us. I couldn’t be selfish and give up merely because things weren’t perfect. We’d been through hard times before, and we made it out on the other side. I had to have faith we’d get there again. I had to believe in her. If I didn’t, no one else would.

      She’d always been my priority.

      I just wished someone would make me one, too.
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      “I know it’s last minute, but I have a meeting in Texas on Monday morning. Would you be able to attend with me?” I asked Eden when she entered my office to drop off a few files.

      To say things at work were a little strained would be an understatement. For the past week, Eden barely made eye contact with me, even when discussing business, and she’d started closing the shared office door. To make matters worse, she even stopped coming to my office for lunch. Rather than eat with me, she’d been sharing lunches with Heidi, a woman in the legal team.

      I assumed her cold shoulder was because of our moment at the pier. However, I didn’t know for sure because we never discussed it again. In fact, we hadn’t shared a real conversation since. The silence and avoidance were probably for the best, but it fucking ate me alive. I craved to be near her, and it took me almost two days before I figured out why her avoidance was so monumental. I missed talking to her. I missed her interest in my life, and I missed hearing about hers. I hadn’t realized how lonely I was until she started paying attention to me and then abruptly stopped. Now I was truly miserable.

      “Monday? As in three days from now?” she asked with wide, surprised eyes.

      “Yeah. I’ve been trying to meet with them for weeks, but they’ve been hesitant. I just received an email from them requesting an immediate meeting, and the only time they can schedule it is Monday. This is a really big opportunity and I can’t pass it up. It would be a good idea for you to come along and see how these meetings work.”

      “In Texas?”

      “Yeah, but you won’t have to worry about airfare or hotel—obviously, that would be taken care of. And food, too.” I couldn’t explain it, but my heart refused to beat while I waited for her answer.

      “Hotel? Like we’d be staying the night?”

      “Well, usually. I don’t care too much for spending an entire day in an airport.”

      “Um, yeah. I guess that’s fine. What exactly do you need me there for?”

      “You’re my assistant and I trust your judgment. You should be there by my side during the meeting and in case we sign a contract. I also thought you’d like to see how an acquisition takes place. If you aren’t interested in attending, that’s fine. I’ve always done it alone, anyway.” Uncertainty began to gnaw at me. Tentative of where she was mentally, if we’d ever get back to the way things were before, and how she felt about me. I felt like a fucking girl.

      Before she could give a negative response, I decided to give her an out. I shook my head and said, “You know what? Never mind.”

      “No, I want to go,” she protested.

      I tried to bite my tongue, but it didn’t work. “Do you? You’ve been evasive all week. You’ve ignored me and barely spoken, giving one-word answers at best. The only reason I can come up with as to why you’re acting this way is because of what happened at the pier on Monday. But that wasn’t just me, and you know it. You played a part in that, too. So I don’t know why I’m the one being punished.”

      She vigorously shook her head as tears welled up in her eyes. I had no clue she would react that way. My biggest weak spot was a crying woman, and she pummeled the fuck out of it.

      “I’ve had a rough week. God, not everything is about you,” she spat out and then spun around, heading for the door.

      Hell, no. I wasn’t about to let her say that and then leave in tears. I ran around my desk and caught up to her before she reached her office. I grabbed her shoulders to stop her. She clung to the doorframe as I pressed my chest to her back. Her head fell against the wood, her soft cries filling the silence.

      “No. You can’t just say you had a rough week and then leave. You can’t start crying and then walk out. What happened? Talk to me. Tell me about it. I’ll do whatever I can to make it right. Just don’t leave like this, please.” I pressed my mouth to her hair right behind her ear, and all I could smell was gardenia. The scent my grandmother used to wear.

      She shook her head.

      “Just talk to me,” I begged.

      “I’m not ready to talk about it.”

      “That’s bull. You’ve made me talk about all kinds of shit I wasn’t ready to talk about yet. You pushed me to open up to you, so now it’s your turn. It’s your turn to finally tell me something personal about you.”

      She spun around. The redness of her eyes made the green stand out even more. They were bright, like the sunlight breaking through treetops. It didn’t matter if this girl was happy, sad, angry, or indifferent—she was gorgeous no matter what emotion played on her features.

      “Really?” She was mad. Really, really mad—furious. Evident by the slight flair in her nostrils. “Every single time I ask you anything personal, you freeze up. You shut down and then that’s the end of the conversation. That was you, countless times. So don’t stand here and lecture me to open up.” She raised her voice and kept pointing her finger—at me, at her, at anything and everything.

      “You asked me personal questions about Gabi. I haven’t given you the answers because they aren’t my secrets to share. They aren’t my memories or tragedies to repeat or discuss with anyone. They’re hers. Ask me something personal about me, and I’ll tell you all your heart desires to know. But don’t ask about her and then hold it against me for not spilling intimate details of her life.”

      She crossed her arms, challenging me, and I began to worry I’d made a mistake by offering to answer personal questions. I clearly hadn’t thought that through.

      “Why are you still with her?” she asked in a steady, quiet voice.

      “I don’t even know how to answer that.” And that was the truth. My reasons for staying were tethered to Gabi’s secrets, and that led me back to being unable to offer an honest response.

      “Do you love her?”

      “Of course, I do. What kind of question is that?”

      “Are you happy?”

      I couldn’t answer that, either. All I could do was stare at her while she stared at me, daring me with pleading eyes. “I…um…I mean…I used to be. I know I will be again.”

      “So you’re not? Is that why you got quiet the other night when we were talking about my boyfriend cheating on me?”

      “I’ll admit it—I’m not at the moment. But I used to be. Sometimes really shitty things happen to people you really love, making them dispirited—hopeless. In turn, you take on their sorrow and become just as discouraged. How fair would it be if I left her because of that? It’s not her fault I feel this way. It’s not her fault she feels this way.”

      “So you’re going to stay with someone even though you’re miserable because she’s had a rough go at life? You’d rather be miserable than walk away? You’d be willing to pass up a chance at a fulfilled future because of her tragic past?”

      My heart grew tight and my head spun. It was like my thoughts over the last few weeks used her mouth as a portal. They were all the same questions I’d asked myself and came up with the same meager response—my commitment to her was more important than my own happiness. But I’d been too scared to even think about the truth, because the truth scared the living shit out of me.

      “Do you want me to leave?” I didn’t know why I even asked her that, but I did, and now I found myself holding my breath. It began to feel as if I hoped she’d make that decision for me so I wouldn’t have to. So I wouldn’t be the bad guy. I never realized how scared I was of making up my own mind until then.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Then what are you saying?” I asked, mirroring her raised voice.

      “You deserve happiness. If it’s with Gabi, then great. If not, then you need to fucking grow a pair and do something about it. Because you’re a great guy, probably the best I’ve ever met, and it’s not okay for you to be living like this. I don’t know who or what will satisfy you, but you deserve it. Probably more than anyone else. I only wish you could see it. I wish you thought you deserved it enough to make it happen.”

      I was speechless. I stood there and listened to every word she spoke, and I had no response. She was right…about most of it. If only it were that cut and dry. If only the decision wouldn’t affect anyone else. But it would. It was about another person, too. Not just another person. Gabi. And the thought of what could happen if I left struck fear into the very center of my being.

      “Email me the details of the trip and I’ll be ready,” she calmly stated and then left.

      I watched her go without moving an inch. I didn’t fight for her to stay; I didn’t tell her goodbye or respond in any way. I just stood there, motionless, and watched her pack her bag and leave. Once her office door was closed, I picked up the stapler from my desk and flung it across the room.

      I was full of so much emotion I couldn’t sort out. I didn’t know where to begin with the unfamiliar feelings. I’d never viewed myself as a coward before. But that’s what I was. I always thought I was selfless, benevolent, someone who considered others’ needs before his own desires. But it seemed as though I was nothing but a coward. Someone who was too scared to follow his heart, and instead, called himself selfless.

      On my way home, I did nothing but replay every one of Eden’s words. I put them on repeat, listening to them over and over again in my head. I thought about what she’d said at the pier, as well. She would never tell me to leave, and I couldn’t expect her to. That had to be my choice. Only, I wasn’t ready to make that decision yet—if ever.

      When I got home, I found Gabi waiting for me in the foyer. She had on a sexy French maid outfit, duster, garter, fishnets and all. She walked to me, sensually swaying her hips from side to side, and suddenly, every thought in my head vanished.

      She sashayed toward me and wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me against her body. I was too stunned to respond. I hadn’t seen her act this way in so long, I wasn’t prepared for it. I hadn’t expected to come home and find her ready to play. She stepped up on her tiptoes and kissed me…the way I’d longed for her to. And that’s when I tasted it.

      “You’ve been drinking, Gabs?”

      “Tsk, tsk…it’s Gabriella tonight,” she said with a fake, broken accent. “I’m the hired help you got from Peru. I am not a citizen, so you’ll have to pay me under the table…or on top of the table if you prefer. Or against the wall or behind the couch.”

      I’d wished for this, hoped and prayed to have this side of her again…but it felt wrong. If I gave in, I’d be an ass for taking advantage of her inebriation. And after my conversation with Eden prior to leaving work, I knew I needed to do something.

      “Talk to me, Gabi. What happened today?” She had another appointment with the therapist this morning, and I assumed her drinking had something to do with it.

      She tossed the duster onto the kitchen counter and turned away, her shoulders drooping. This was the real Gabi, the one I’d grown so familiar with. The depressed person I’d been living with for months on end.

      “You can talk to me, Gabs. I’m here. I’m willing to listen. All you have to do is trust me. Open up to me like you used to.”

      “I’m so tired of talking!” she yelled through a sob.

      I couldn’t contain my scoff. “Are you kidding me right now? You never talk. Not to me! You hole yourself up in our room all day and either sleep or read. You don’t even look at me anymore. I feel like you wouldn’t even notice if I was gone.”

      She turned around and her tear-stained face made my breath catch in my throat. “Don’t leave me,” she begged with the tiniest whimper. “I know I haven’t been good to you, and I’m trying to change that. I’m trying to be intimate with you, but you’re pushing me away.”

      “That’s not true. I’m desperate for it, Gabi. But I refuse to do it this way. Not when you’ve been drinking. I know if you were sober, you’d be in bed, in sweats, hidden behind your book—not trying to seduce me. Did something happen at your appointment today that upset you?”

      She nodded and wiped her blotchy face.

      “Tell me about it. I want to hear what happened. Let’s do this together.”

      “Dr. Greiner thought it would be a good idea to discuss my mom. He knows all about my issues with her, so I don’t understand why he’d make me go there again. But he did.”

      “Did you talk about her?”

      “Yeah.” That’s all she needed to say. I knew how badly her mother had hurt her, the irreparable damage she’d caused, and I understood where her pain had come from, having to dredge it all up again. “So I came home and had a glass of wine to calm down. Then I had another.”

      “If you have to drink after talking about your mom, then I’m going to assume there’s a logical reason behind Dr. Greiner’s interest in revisiting those issues. You need to actually deal with what happened, Gabi. There’s a big difference between talking about it and dealing with it.”

      Her bottom lip quivered right before she sucked it into her mouth. She grabbed her glass of wine from the counter and turned around, saying, “I’m going to take a bath,” over her shoulder.

      “What about dinner?”

      “I’m not hungry.” That was all she said to me for the rest of the night.

      Two visits to her therapist and she’d locked herself up tight in her depression, while holding me hostage, as well. I didn’t leave her side the entire weekend. I knew she was upset about me going on the work trip Monday morning, but her despair was more than that. It went beyond not wanting me to leave her alone for a day. Although, she wouldn’t admit it. She continued to say her mother wasn’t the issue, and I eventually gave up trying to reason with her.

      I didn’t know how much longer I could hold out before tossing in the towel and giving up completely. Her darkness knew no bounds and would eventually take me down with her. I didn’t know how much more I could handle.

      [image: ]

      “What do you mean, one room?” Eden shouted in disbelief at the hotel receptionist. We’d caught an early flight out to Texas and spent the entire trip in silence—her dealing with her personal issues, and me dealing with mine. This was the first time I’d heard her actually speak more than two words strung together since I’d picked her up from her apartment at five this morning.

      “I booked two separate rooms and even confirmed it last night,” I said to the desk clerk, explaining things in a calmer manner than Eden.

      “I know, I see that right here, but one of the rooms you booked had a water leak in it this morning. We’ve been trying to find a solution for you, but as of right now, we don’t have another available room.”

      “That’s it. Let’s go to another hotel,” Eden snarled, clearly pissed off.

      “The meeting is here.”

      “We can’t change it? You can’t call him and let him know what’s happening?”

      “No, he’s staying here, too. We decided to meet here because it was close to the airport. He’s coming in from out of town and the reservations have already been made.”

      “Good, then you can stay in their room,” she said with her arms crossed and the huff of a petulant child.

      I couldn’t help it. I found it amusing. The thought of sharing a room with Eden scared the shit out of me too, but there was nothing else we could do at the moment. I laughed at her attitude, furthering her anger toward me.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You think this is funny? Let’s call Gabi and see what she thinks about it. Let’s see how humorous she finds the idea of us sharing a room.”

      I turned to the receptionist. “That’s fine, we’ll take it. But if there’s a cancellation, could you let us know, please?”

      She agreed and got us checked in. As if one bedroom wasn’t bad enough, it was one room with only one bed. I really began to think God was fucking with me. Either that or it was Satan. Who knew. All I knew was that I was stuck in a room with Eden, the temptress herself, overnight.

      We got dressed—separately—and then made our way down to the restaurant to meet with the men looking for my help in salvaging their company.

      Everything went smoothly, and I ended up making an offer. Eden didn’t speak much to me, but she did interact with everyone else rather politely. No one could even tell she harbored such resentment toward me over the room situation.

      It wasn’t until the music started to play, the lights dimmed, and people began dancing that the night suddenly turned. I was content sitting in my seat, watching everyone else. But Kyle, the owner of the business I had just agreed to take over, suggested Eden and I take the floor to celebrate. He had his wife with him and they stood up, waiting for us to follow. If he had seen the look on Eden’s face, he probably would’ve given up, but he didn’t. She reluctantly stood and took my offered hand.

      When we made it out to the floor, I wrapped my arm around her waist, holding her close with her hand in mine. She placed her other hand on my shoulder and started to slowly sway with the beat of the song. It oddly felt a lot like my sixth-grade dance. Cold and awkward. But we had the attention of everyone at the table, so we had to make the most of it.

      Eden had on a simple black dress with heels that put her much closer to my height. The dress itself was modest, nothing fancy about it. But on her, it was anything but. It fit her curves perfectly, like it was made for her. Her breasts were completely covered, not even an inch of cleavage showing, and the bottom part clung to her thighs.

      At some point during my assessment of her wardrobe, she became impossibly closer as we danced. Either she grew more comfortable in my arms or I drew her nearer and she didn’t protest. Her hand slid up my shoulder, rested at the base of my neck, and she pressed her face against my cheek.

      “Talk to me…tell me something,” I whispered into her ear as we swayed gently to the music.

      “What would you like to hear?” She almost sounded out of breath, exactly how I felt.

      “I don’t care. Just tell me something.”

      “My parents don’t know I’m alone in Florida. I lied and told them I moved with a friend from NYU.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I moved to Florida to find my birth mother.”

      My steps faltered. I didn’t expect to hear her admit that to me. “I thought you moved because of Kauffmann? And why wouldn’t you tell your parents the truth?”

      “I did move because of Kauffmann, after I found out my birth mother works there.”

      I froze. I literally stopped moving and pulled away enough to look into her eyes. It was like she just admitted to kidnapping a child or something. “She what? Who is it?”

      Eden shook her head and moved closer to me, wrapping her arms around my neck. She began to sway as if nothing had happened, as if she hadn’t confessed that I employed her birth mother, a woman she apparently hadn’t met and was searching for.

      “I’m not ready to talk about that yet,” she said into my ear. “I was already taking accounting classes because I love numbers, and that’s when I found out about her. I learned she worked there and then I began looking into the company. That’s why I didn’t really know anything about you because I was too busy looking at other things.”

      “That’s what you were upset about last week?”

      “That and other things.”

      “Me?” I didn’t want to hear her answer, but then again, I did.

      She hesitated. I didn’t like the hesitation. “Don’t you think it’s weird that I go looking for my birth mother and she works for you? I go to a bar the night before my interview and you’re there. Not just there, but we were both alone. That moron tried to hit on me and you stepped in. I find a nice and quiet place on the beach and you appear again. At what point do you stop thinking it’s a coincidence and start thinking it’s something bigger?”

      I didn’t answer her. I didn’t know how to. I’d wondered the same thing and found it strange to hear my thoughts come out of her mouth. It wasn’t that I disagreed with her. It was more along the lines of not knowing what to do about it. Leaving Gabi while she was hurting so badly was nothing but a selfish thing to do. The only person benefitting from that scenario would be me. I’d always thought of Gabi, always put her first—still did. I thought about how much it would hurt her to know I’d confided in Eden—about her, about us.

      “I don’t know what this thing is between us, but it’s driving me crazy,” Eden whispered while lightly running her nails through the short hairs on the back of my head. “I feel like I’m sitting on the sidelines waiting to be called in to play the game. I don’t want to be that person.”

      Her confession took me by surprise. I knew we had chemistry, and I knew she felt it as much as I did. But not once did she ever admit how she truly felt about me. Then again, it wasn’t like I’d acknowledged it, either. Until now, it’d been nothing more than an invisible line we didn’t discuss. We tiptoed on either side, but never crossed it. She’d shown me and my relationship with Gabi nothing but respect, all while silently torturing me with an illusion I’d never be able to grasp.

      “I know.” I lowered my mouth to her ear. “But you have to understand it’s not an easy decision to make. It’s not like I’m deciding to trade in a car. I’ve been with her since I was sixteen years old. Infatuated with her since I was fifteen. I’ve been in love with her for over ten years and have spent every day of my adult life taking care of her. She needs me right now; I can’t just walk away from that.”

      “I understand. I hope you’re both happy. And if she gets better—when she gets better—I hope you find that again. I meant it when I said you deserve it.”

      She kissed my cheek, released me, and then walked away. I was left standing in the middle of the dimly lit dance floor, watching her leave.

      I could physically hear my time ticking away. But I wasn’t sure what time that was.

      My time with Gabi…or my time with Eden.

      But one of them was coming to an end.
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      Not too long after Eden returned to the room, I said goodnight to the men downstairs, excusing myself with feigned exhaustion from such a long day. Since we’d had a few drinks at dinner, we waited until the following morning to sign the contract, leaving no reason for me to stay. I certainly didn’t contribute much to their conversation with Eden on my mind.

      Eden was on the bed with the covers up to her neck, facing away from the door, when I walked in. I assumed she’d fallen asleep, so I grabbed my bag and headed for the bathroom.

      It wasn’t until the hot water streamed down my bare body that I really took a mental step away and thought about what I was doing. I was out of state, in a hotel room with Eden, my assistant. I was in the shower, naked, while someone other than my fiancée slept in the bed mere feet away. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Eden’s whispered words on the dance floor echoed in my head.

      This wasn’t the man I aspired to be.

      I’d spent years sacrificing for others. Work, home, friends, family. I always made sure everyone else’s needs were met before taking care of my own. I had a deep desire within me to be there for others, to offer myself to anyone who needed me, despite what I needed from anyone else.

      I’d always been a selfless man.

      But this wasn’t selfless.

      This…was greedy.

      However, I had to face the facts. I was only human—a man in desperate need of companionship. And Gabi couldn’t give that to me. It wasn’t wrong to crave a connection with another person…only if I acted on impulses and crossed moral lines. I couldn’t continue to beat myself up over confiding in someone who genuinely wanted to listen to me.

      After I got out of the shower and put on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, I turned off the light and carefully opened the door. The moment I stepped into the room, I froze. My feet halted and my breathing stopped. Eden sat up on the bed against the headboard. She had her knees drawn up to her chest, the sheet draped over her, and her long, wet hair over one shoulder. But the sight of her watching me wasn’t what caught my attention. It was her glistening eyes, the redness dusting her clean face. Tears lined her cheeks and her chin dimpled and quivered.

      I went to her—without hesitation, not giving it a second thought. I closed the distance between the bathroom and the bed and took a seat on the edge of the mattress. All I wanted to do was hold her, pull her face to my chest and make everything okay, but I couldn’t do that. That would be wrong.

      “What happened, Eden?” I leaned into the middle of the bed to get closer, doing my best to comfort her while retaining a safe distance between us.

      “Can we talk?” she whispered and wiped her face.

      “Of course. You can tell me anything.”

      “It’s about what I said earlier tonight. While we were dancing. I think that second glass of wine clouded my judgment, and I need to clear the air.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Eden. We’ve both said and done things we shouldn’t have. I know I won’t let that happen again. Please, don’t cry about it.”

      “No…I need to say this.” She rubbed beneath her nose and sniffled before continuing, not once looking at me while she spoke. “I realize what I said implied I’m waiting around for you. And that’s wrong. That’s not what I’m doing. I hope your relationship works out and you find happiness with Gabi. She’s your fiancée. She’s the one you chose to be with and marry. She’s the one you were going to have a baby with. And it’s wrong to imply otherwise.”

      “I knew what you meant.”

      “This has been really hard for me. You’re an incredible man. I’ve never met anyone like you before. You’re kind and generous and smart and funny. All those things and more are what attracted me to you to begin with. But this isn’t about me, and I feel like I’m making everything worse for you.”

      I was confused. I had no idea what she was trying to say. “How are you making anything worse? Honestly, Eden, you make so many things better.”

      “That’s the problem. I’ve become your emotional crutch. You’re not happy at home, your relationship is weighing on you, and instead of concentrating on that, you come to me for the highs to balance out your lows. I’ve become your vacation.”

      Her perspective was one I hadn’t considered, but it made complete sense. I looked forward to seeing her because I knew she’d put a smile on my face. I knew she’d make me laugh and shine a light in the dark corner I hid in. When I was at home and Gabi ignored me or locked herself in the room to cry alone, I thought about Eden. Sometimes I’d text her for some semblance of life again.

      She was right.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Not to her. Not to me.

      And certainly not to Gabi.

      I was a selfish ass.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, staring at the sheet twisted in her grasp. “I shouldn’t have used you like that. I’ve just never had anyone to talk to, and I guess I allowed the lines to blur.”

      “You’re not the only one in the wrong here, Dane. I’ve said things, too. Last week in the office when I blew up at you and asked you things I had no right to ask…I never should’ve done that. I had no right to question your love for her or if you planned to leave her.”

      I dropped my head and allowed the words to spill out of me. “I’ve never thought about walking away from her before. I promised I’d take care of her, and that’s what I’ve done. I started making money when I was fourteen years old. By the time Gabi and I got together, I was completely supporting myself—aside from the typical living expenses my parents took care of. But I bought my first car, my first computer…everything. I’ve been taking care of Gabi in every sense of the word since day one. And not once did I ever think that maybe there’s something better out there for me. That maybe there’s someone better out there, who’ll make me happy and not drag me down all the time.”

      “You can’t hold yourself to the people you were a decade ago. Or even five years ago. Dane, people change. We evolve. We become better or worse versions depending on what we’ve had to endure. And from what I gather, Gabi has endured a lot. And along with it, so have you. Just because you were there for her since the first day doesn’t mean you have to suffer until the last.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” I whispered, sounding every bit as somber as I felt.

      “Your only two choices are to leave or stay. Take everything else out of the equation—your past, the issues you’ve gone through, the baby…all of it. This is about you. What you need. You either stay with her and make the best of it, or you leave in the hopes you’ll someday find what it is you need. No one can decide that for you.”

      I ran my hands down my face and released a long exhale. This whole time, I thought I’d stayed with Gabi because she needed me. And maybe I had. Maybe that weighed heavily in the decision. However, listening to Eden, I realized there was more to it than that. And it only made me more of a coward. I hadn’t left because that would mean I’d have to make a choice. That’s what I’d been avoiding. Making a choice.

      “Can I ask you a question? You said you’ve been taking care of her since day one…does she take care of you? And I don’t mean in a sexual way. Is she there for you when you need it?”

      Gabi had been there for me when my grandmother died, but that had been years ago. It was before she lost the baby, before her stepdad died, and before the first tragedy struck. Since then, she hadn’t been. But I couldn’t answer Eden’s question because the truth wasn’t that simple.

      The only person who’d been there for me was Eden.

      “Sometimes we do things without personal gain,” I said, staring at the wall in front of me. “We stick things out and stay places for other people. It’s not always about ourselves. It’s not always about what we get in return. I can’t think about myself all the time. Gabi’s hurting…I can’t expect her to take care of me when she can’t even take care of herself.”

      “You don’t have to think about yourself all the time…but it does have to be part of the equation. Relationships have to be a give and take. Sometimes you do more of one than the other, but it can’t be like that all the time. You can’t keep giving and giving without getting anything in return. All I’ve heard you say is how much she needs you. Do you need her?”

      I turned away from her and dropped my head into my hands. The pressure had begun to mount so much I didn’t think I could take it anymore. Before Eden, I never thought about what I needed or what I wasn’t getting. Then she showed me the light. She made me realize what I was missing. Since then, that’s all I’ve thought about. Yet it hadn’t done me any good. All it did was make everything worse. The pain cut deeper than I ever imagined it could, and there didn’t seem to be a viable option to make it go away.

      I opened my mouth and the heartache poured out. “Over the last seven months, I’ve gotten used to merely surviving. I go to work and come home. I sit there and watch Gabi go through the motions of her depression, and then I wake up the next day to do it all again.”

      “I’m sure it hasn’t always been this bad.”

      “It’s always been a roller coaster. We’ve had moments of happiness and moments of severe tragedy. And for the past few weeks, all I keep thinking about is…will I ever be able to stop worrying about when and how the other shoe will drop. So many shoes have dropped over the span of our relationship, and I can’t help but wonder how many more we might have to deal with.”

      The bed dipped seconds before her hand covered my shoulder, offering the support I so desperately needed. It was such an intimate touch, more so than I’d ever felt from anyone—including Gabi. It wasn’t sexual or inappropriate, but intimate nonetheless.

      “I know you said you didn’t want to tell me things about Gabi because they aren’t your stories to tell, but maybe you can talk about your relationship with her. Maybe if you start from the beginning and go through the whole story of your time with her, you might be able to see where things kind of hiccupped. Then at least you’ll have a better understanding of where things turned and be able to make it right again.”

      I kept my face in my hands and thought about where it went wrong. So many things had happened to her, to me, to us during our relationship, but I wasn’t sure if I could pinpoint when everything went askew.

      I thought about when I first met her. “When she transferred to my school, she was the quiet girl with baggy shirts and loose-fitting jeans. Her hair was long and looked like it hadn’t been taken care of in a while. She never wore makeup and rarely met anyone’s gaze as she passed. But in spite of all that, she was still the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. She had a natural beauty about her. One you don’t often see in the sea of high school girls. It was refreshing to meet someone so perfect without all the heavy makeup and expensive clothes. Honestly, it was the first thing that drew me to her.”

      “So you saw something in her you didn’t find in anyone else. That’s a good start, Dane. Because I’m sure that person is still in there. You can still find her. She’s not dead.”

      I wanted to acknowledge Eden, but I knew I had to stay focused on my memories with Gabi if I ever wanted to figure out when the turning point was. “On the first day of junior year, I noticed her in the hall. She was looking at her schedule and the numbers on the doors of the classrooms. I was with a group of friends. They were in the middle of telling me something, but as soon as I saw her, their words vanished and I walked away. All I saw was her.”

      “Did she change over the summer at all?”

      “Not really. Her hair was longer, but still unkempt. She still wore baggy clothes, but it seemed as though the shirts had gotten a little tighter. I walked straight up to her and asked her out. I didn’t say hi or ask how her summer was. I stood in front of her and waited until she looked at me. She smiled and her eyes lit up. I asked her to dinner on Friday, and to my surprise, she said yes. I wasn’t expecting it, so I didn’t say anything else. I stood there, looking like an idiot as she laughed at me.” I couldn’t help but chuckle at how naïve I had been.

      Eden was quiet, which I was thankful for.

      “The beginning was great. She made me wait three weeks before I could kiss her, but as soon as she allowed me to press my lips to hers, I thought the world tipped on its axis. It was easy to tell she’d never been kissed, and it made me high. I can’t explain it, but there’s something about being the only person to claim her lips that made me feel special.”

      I dropped my hands but didn’t look at Eden. Instead, I stared at the bathroom in front of me. I focused on the darkness through the cracked door and let my mind wander, piecing things together as they came to me.

      “Maybe that’s what it was. She made me feel special. I had a good life, a great childhood. I don’t want to sound ungrateful for anything my parents did for me, but making me feel special wasn’t something they knew how to give. They provided for me and supported everything I went after, but it was no different than the support I’d get from any other adult.

      “My father helped out and loaned me the money to help Mr. Allen. But it wasn’t like he simply wrote me a check without a second thought. We had a long talk and he spent a few days thinking about it. He made me sign a contract and had me treat it as if it were a business transaction, because that’s what it was. And when I had success at that, he continued to treat it as a business transaction. He never once told me how proud he was of me. He took the money I owed him, plus the interest, and that was the end of it. A neat and tidy transaction void of any emotion.”

      “You said Gabi made you feel special. Did she show you support through this? Was she there with you during this part of your life?”

      I nodded and twisted my hands between my legs while I carried on with my story. “She went on and on about how proud she was of me. It only took me three months to tell her I loved her. It took her an extra week before she returned the sentiment.” I snickered at the memory. “That was the longest week of my young life. But…she said it, and that was all that mattered.”

      A giggle filled Eden’s words when she said, “It sounds like she made you wait for everything. That must be where you learned to be patient.”

      “Yeah. She made me wait eight months before we had sex. It was the first time she’d ever had sex. And knowing she was giving that part of herself to me was an emotion unlike any other. But then a few months later, my world came crashing down. For the first time in my life, I experienced true tragedy.”

      Instead of prying, she simply rubbed my back and waited for me to continue. It comforted me and took some of the weight off my shoulders as I remembered the first heartbreak I had to go through in life.

      “My grandmother, who meant the absolute world to me, died of a stroke. Since my parents were workaholics and hardly ever home, she had practically raised me. The majority of my childhood had my Grans in it. She was my everything, and I was hers. But I woke up one morning, got ready for school, and found out during breakfast when the phone rang. It had been the worst day of my life. I climbed into bed again, still dressed for school, and hid beneath the covers for the rest of the day. Gabi came over after school and climbed in with me. We didn’t talk—we didn’t kiss or even have sex. We just laid there in silence. She was the only one there for me.”

      “That was the first shoe that dropped?”

      I nodded and wiped my burning eyes. “Yeah, but it didn’t take long before the next one fell. Except, this time, it was Gabi who suffered. It’s the worst feeling in the world to know something’s going on with the one person you love more than anything, and you can’t do anything about it. I knew something was wrong, but she wouldn’t open up. Once she did, my world fractured, right before it shattered. I had never experienced such anger or helplessness before. I could have murdered someone, and I probably would have if the authorities hadn’t stepped in.”

      “Is this the secret you can’t talk about?”

      “Yeah. I don’t feel right violating her confidence.”

      “You don’t have to explain. I understand.”

      “The trial and depositions and testimony practically broke her.” I met Eden’s stare. “That was the first time I watched a piece of her die, and I think some of me died with her. It had taken more than a year before she resembled normal again—and by normal, I mean she wasn’t depressed. At one point during the whole ordeal, she was on a suicide watch for three days in the hospital after taking an undetermined number of pills. I hated that more than anything, but I never left her side. I slept in the waiting room throughout the entire ordeal. No one else was there. Her mom, stepdad, and stepbrother never once came to see her. I was the only one. That’s how it always was—just the two of us. I had her and she had me. We had no one except each other.”

      “But you said she got better, right?”

      “Better…but never the same. That changed her in ways I don’t think anyone could ever come back from.”

      Eden sniffled. The tears in her eyes did something to me, broke and healed parts of my heart, for reasons I didn’t comprehend. I had to look away. I couldn’t see her sympathy and not be greatly affected by it.

      “Gabi followed me to college, even though she didn’t attend. But we lived together and everything was great. She smiled and laughed and had fun, but not like before. The days spent endlessly crying seemed to have been over for the most part—however, her insecurities grew. I convinced her to go to the salon one day and get her hair done, and she seemed to have felt better after that. But about a month later, we got into an argument and she accused me of trying to change her. That I’d wanted her to look different and prettier. That was never my intention. I had thought it might make her feel good about herself again. I knew after what she’d been through, she’d never be the same, but that didn’t stop me from trying. The fucker who hurt her was locked away for a long time and his life would never be the same, but it didn’t matter because hers wouldn’t either.”

      “This was all while you were in college?”

      I nodded. “We moved home after I graduated. My parents came to the ceremony, but they treated me as if my accomplishments were merely an expectation and not a success. Gabi didn’t act that way, though. She was proud of me and let me know it. We never discussed what would happen after I finished school; it was more or less assumed. She didn’t have anywhere to go, and I never intended to stay away from home forever, so she came with me. That was the first time our relationship seemed like an obligation.”

      “You didn’t want her to move home with you?”

      “No…I did. Of course I did. But she moved to Tallahassee so I could go to college. She stayed at the apartment. She didn’t go to school, she didn’t work, she was just there. And then when I came home, she followed with no discussion about it. Don’t get me wrong…it was exactly what we both wanted. I went to school so I could get a degree and support her. I never thought twice about it. But looking at it now…it just feels different.”

      “I get it. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      I almost grew lost in her eyes. The pull they had on me was unlike anything I’d ever felt, and I had to shake my head and look away to keep from drowning in them. “We moved home and I bought a condo immediately. She no longer spoke to her mom and my parents were always gone, so we needed a place of our own. We went looking and I bought the first place she fell in love with. It was nice, but I liked it more because she was so excited about it. It appeased her. It didn’t matter what satisfied me anymore—it was all about her and her having everything. I would have given her the moon if it had been possible. The way she lit up at the condo and the view of the Gulf put a smile on my face. When I took her furniture shopping, I let her pick everything. The entire place was hers and I didn’t mind one bit.

      “A few years after we moved home, she found out about her stepdad dying. It was sudden and unexpected. He was out in the yard, cutting the grass, when he had a massive heart attack and passed away. Gabi’s mom took it hard. She grew even more detached from reality and distanced herself even more from her daughter. Gabi didn’t take the news of her stepdad or her mother’s breakdown well, which I didn’t fully understand. She didn’t like her mom very much and didn’t even speak about her stepdad at all prior to that. She hadn’t talked to her mom in years and it had been even longer since she had seen her. But it was still her mom, nonetheless, and I guess that kind of thing would’ve been hard no matter what kind of relationship they had.”

      I glanced at Eden, and I worried about how she analyzed the situation when hearing the story of Gabi and her mother. I hadn’t thought about Eden’s situation with her own mother, and I suddenly felt horrible for speaking about it without thinking. But she offered me a small, comforting grin, and let me continue.

      “Things got even worse when they discovered her stepbrother had inherited everything, leaving her mom with nothing. Gabi battled with herself about what to do, but ultimately decided it wasn’t her fight and let her mother deal with it alone. It wasn’t an easy decision to make, and it caused her to fall into another deep bout of depression.”

      “Why?” Eden’s whispered word surrounded me like a fleece blanket, warm and comforting.

      “She felt responsible for her mother’s downward spiral. She took the blame on herself because she’d decided not to get involved. And I began to worry I’d never see the girl I loved. The unhappier she became, the more I followed her down the dark path. But with time and therapy, she began to come out of it. She wasn’t the same as she was before, and it started to seem as if I lost more of her with each tragedy that struck our lives. It was like I lost part of myself each time, as well. And every time, our relationship grew darker and darker. Things just became even worse no matter what I did to try to fix it. I buried myself in work and gave her the space she needed, hoping things would turn around. Leaving her wasn’t an option, so I stayed and made the most of it.”

      “Why do you keep saying leaving wasn’t an option? I don’t understand.”

      “I’d promised her I’d always protect her. I’d keep her safe. I couldn’t do that if I left.”

      “Dane,” she breathed out and moved closer to me, her arm crossing my body to my other shoulder in support. “That’s not a reason to stay with someone.”

      “I know…but I had faith that if we stuck it out, things would get better again.”

      “And they did?”

      “Yeah. She was back to being happy—or happier than she was—in time for our eleventh anniversary. I always did something for her every year, so I planned a cruise for us to go on. We had so much fun. It was like I had my old Gabriella again.” I smirked and stared at my hands as I thought about that trip. “On the night of the formal dinner, I had it all set up with the wait staff. I proposed at the table in the middle of the dining room. People clapped and cheered all around, and Gabi acted surprised, as if she had no idea it was coming.”

      “Did she know?”

      I looked over at Eden and smiled. “Yeah. She knew. She actually picked out her ring. Shortly before our anniversary, she made a big deal about how long we’d been together and said she was starting to feel like I’d never ask.” I shook my head and turned my attention to the ceiling. “I didn’t feel pressured at the time, but in retrospect, she was pretty much telling me to pop the question. She was right, though. We’d been together for eleven years—there really wasn’t a reason for us to wait any longer.”

      “Why did it take you so long to ask?”

      I shrugged, not fully knowing the answer. “I guess there had been so much going on I never felt the time was right. If I’m being honest…I still don’t think the time was right when I asked, but it was what she wanted. So I gave it to her, because I’d promised I’d always do what was right by her.”

      “How were things after the cruise?” she asked, moving my memories along.

      “We must’ve conceived that week. The following month, she informed me she was pregnant—I’ll never forget that moment. I came home from work and found six positive pregnancy tests sitting on the counter in the bathroom in the shape of a heart. Time stood still for me. She was excited and I tried to be, as well, though I couldn’t help but be terrified. I had just proposed to her, and the next thing I knew, we were having a baby. It took me a day to be excited, and from then on, I was looking forward to it as much as she was.”

      Eden reached over and wiped a tear from my cheek. I hadn’t realized I’d started to cry. Then she took my hand in hers and squeezed it. The support she offered me was almost unbearable.

      “The night she woke up covered in her own blood took all that excitement away. It also permanently took the life and smile from Gabi.”

      I removed my hand from hers and took a deep breath. There really was no way to pinpoint when things had gone wrong. No matter how much I thought about everything, I still couldn’t decipher when the turning point was. All I knew was I’d lost a piece of her with each horrible circumstance, and there was no way of finding them again. I had lost pieces of myself as well and never thought I’d see them again, either.

      Until Eden.

      She gave me so much. More than she’d ever know.

      It didn’t matter how much I wished for our high school relationship again, it was never going to happen. And that’s when I realized something. I was holding on to the parts of her that had long since been gone. I was merely waiting around for the impossible to happen.

      “Did that help? Do you feel any better now that you’ve gone through all that?”

      I took her hand in mine, and had to fight off the urge to link our fingers together.

      “No.”
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      “Do you believe things happen for a reason?” I questioned her, staring into her eyes.

      She nodded slowly, then licked her lips and began to answer. “Yeah. I do. But I don’t think we always know what those reasons are. I think sometimes things happen and we may suffer in order for something better to come along, but I don’t believe we always know the good in every situation.”

      “What about people? Do you believe people come into our lives for a reason?”

      “Absolutely. However, I don’t believe they are always meant to stay. I think some people are brought to us for a momentary reason, to help us through a short-term problem. Very few last, and even less stick around for the long haul. I also don’t believe everyone who comes into our lives with a purpose will serve it. Sometimes they end up leaving more destruction in their wake.”

      “Why do you think you came into my life?”

      She giggled nervously. “I’ve already told you…to make your job easier.”

      “No.” I shook my head and peered at her with my jaw set, no humor in my expression. “I’m being serious, Eden. If you had to take a guess…what purpose do you serve in my life?”

      “I have no idea, Dane. I don’t think that’s something we ever really know. Speculation never does anyone any good. Assumptions are dangerous.”

      “I think you are here to help me see things differently. Over the past few weeks, I’ve realized so much about myself and my relationship. And the only reason I can come up with is you.”

      “Don’t say that,” she whispered as she scooted away from me.

      “Why not? What’s wrong with that?”

      Eden brought her knees to her chest and closed in on herself. “Because it’s not fair. If you walk away from your relationship, from your fiancée, especially after you just got done saying how you’ve stayed because she needs you…that’ll make me the bad guy. Don’t put that on me. I didn’t do anything to you. I didn’t do anything to make you want to leave Gabi. And if I did, I truly apologize for it.”

      “No…” I moved closer to her, watching her slink away until she was flush with the headboard. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’ve never thought about myself. Gabi has always been my number-one priority. But you’ve made me see how I deserve more than that. I deserve to have someone put me first for a change. And I’m not saying I’m leaving Gabi…just that I deserve for her to make me a priority. There are so many things I’ve thought about since I’ve met you that I had never thought about before. You’ve opened my mind to other possibilities.”

      “Like what?” She seemed timid and nervous for my answer.

      “It took me eleven years to pop the question. I still don’t know why. I’d never thought about it before. Even when Gabi brought it up right before I took her to pick out her ring. It never crossed my mind why I’d spent eleven years with a woman and never once contemplated making her my wife. We’ve been engaged for almost a year, yet we still haven’t gotten married and never discussed a date. Sure, it hasn’t been easy since we lost the baby…but think about it. She was pregnant and we still didn’t make it official. I’ve asked myself a dozen and one times why…but I haven’t been able to come up with a logical answer.”

      “Well…” She started twisting the sheet between her fingers. “I’m glad I’ve been able to bring up things for you to think about, but please, don’t use me as an excuse to walk away from her. Like I said before…only you can make that decision, and it can’t have anything to do with old promises, me, or anyone else. It can’t be based on the amount of time you’ve been together or who she used to be. It has to be your decision and yours alone. Please, Dane…don’t make me the bad guy.”

      “You’d make a horrible bad guy,” I said with a chuckle, hoping to lighten the mood.

      It worked. She smiled and dipped her chin.

      “If you keep looking down every time I make you laugh, I’m gonna put you in one of those neck harnesses to prevent you from doing it again. Stop.” I caught her eye and watched as the green lit up with her salacious grin. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind getting off the bed so I can get some sleep. I’m tired.”

      “Me?” She giggled and swatted my arm. “I have to move?”

      “Well, yeah. I paid for this bed.”

      “How do you know this wasn’t my original room? Maybe your room is the one with the leak? Have you thought about that?”

      “Regardless, Eden…” I moved into her until my face was inches from hers. “I paid for the room. Yours. Mine. It doesn’t matter. It’s my credit card on file. After all, aren’t you the one who said I should start doing things for myself and not always put others first?”

      “You can start this whole new and improved selfish Dane thing tomorrow. And with other people. Not me. I was in the bed first.”

      I stepped away and offered her a smirk before grabbing a pillow. “You’re lucky I like you.”

      I grabbed a blanket from the closet and set up a makeshift bed on the small couch across the room from Eden. My legs would hang off the end, but I didn’t care. One night of restless sleep wouldn’t kill me. Plus, it’d prevent me from dreaming of Eden.

      “This is stupid, Dane. You’re too big for that thing. I didn’t even think about it when I claimed the most comfortable spot. Here, I’ll take the couch. I’m much shorter than you are.”

      When I turned around, my mouth dropped open and it wouldn’t surprise me if my tongue had fallen out. She stood next to the bed in tiny sleep shorts that showed off her toned thighs and a tank top that left little to the imagination. I’d seen the tank top while she sat in bed, but with the way she was positioned and the conversation we were in the middle of, I hadn’t taken notice of the fact she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples pebbled and peaked against the thin fabric.

      I thought I was about to choke.

      I turned around quickly, unable to look at her another second without having a physical reaction to her figure. It’d been too long since I’d been intimate with Gabi, and I worried I wouldn’t be able to control my impulses. “It’s fine, Eden. I can sleep here. You take the bed. I swear…it’s not a big deal.”

      “Then at least let me help you make a pallet on the floor where you can stretch out.”

      I took the pillow from the couch and threw it behind me, knowing I’d hit her when she let out an oomph and a giggle. Instantly, she slung it back at me, hitting me in the head.

      “Fine. Have it your way. I was only trying to be nice.”

      As soon as I heard the sheets rustle and the mattress creak, I knew it was safe to move. I couldn’t risk seeing her in her pajamas again. I needed to avoid vivid dreams of her body and the way I knew she’d make me feel, and seeing her dressed in skimpy clothes with nothing but my imagination of what she had—or didn’t have—on beneath them didn’t help.

      Once we were both settled in, Eden turned off the bedside light. The cloak of darkness seemed to help us both relax. It was like we were finally able to be ourselves again, and that’s when we started joking around, making each other laugh while we talked from across the room.

      Damn did I miss her laugh. I loved hearing it. She made different sounds and I was starting to understand them all. When she really thought something was funny, she’d throw her head back, open her mouth wide, and let out the loudest, throaty guffaw I’d ever heard. There was no way anyone within hearing distance could have kept a straight face when it erupted. But it was the complete opposite when she became shy. She’d look down with a slow-building smile. If you weren’t close enough, you’d almost miss the soft humming of a giggle that escaped. Then there where her teasing snickers, the ones she’d let out right after giving me a hard time about something. Her lips would turn up in a tight smirk and I could tell she was trying to hold back and not openly smile. She thought she was funny but tried to play it off.

      I couldn’t tell which one was my favorite. They all were. And it wasn’t just the sounds; it was the smile and what she said before and after. It was all of it. It was how they made me feel. The emotions that erupted on my face and the noises she was able to induce in response from me. It was happiness I didn’t ever recall feeling. And that’s when it hit me. I didn’t know Gabi’s laughs or smiles, not like I did Eden’s. I couldn’t remember there ever being a time I was so drawn to an emotion from her. And I certainly didn’t ever remember her laughter making me feel that content.

      I fell asleep and suffered the worst night in a long time. Not only was the couch incredibly uncomfortable, but I couldn’t get Eden off the brain. By the time my eyes popped open, I prayed she was still asleep so I could make it to the bathroom without her witnessing the display of my morning wood.

      Except, she was already in the bathroom when I got up.

      “Give me a minute,” she called out through the closed door.

      I took the blanket from the couch and wrapped it around my waist while I waited for Eden to emerge. When she did, I couldn’t even look at her as I slipped into the bathroom. The entire time, my heart raced. I was convinced she knew what was going on. As if she could sense the erection hidden beneath the blanket. It felt wrong. Like a betrayal. Like I was cheating.

      I felt ashamed.

      Guilty.

      “Let me know when you’re done getting dressed,” I said as I closed the bathroom door behind me.

      I was thankful I’d left my bag in the bathroom after my shower last night. It made it easier to change my clothes without having to worry about being in the same room as Eden. I thought I’d be able to handle this, handle being so close to her. But I couldn’t. Sharing a room was a horrible idea and I regretted not listening to her when she suggested we find another hotel.

      Pure torture.

      I couldn’t wrap my head around my feelings for the woman. She was sexy and beautiful and caring—an amazing person I found myself wanting to talk to endlessly. I was drawn to her. But not in a sexual way, despite the dreams that plagued me. Sometimes they were of Eden alone, but most of the time Gabi was in them, too. It was like my brain couldn’t decide between the two. But there was just something Eden offered me that I hadn’t been able to obtain from anyone else. Aside from the support and friendship she gave, there was something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on. But it was there. And it was something I didn’t care to give up.

      The thought of losing it frightened me.

      More so than the thought of losing Gabi.

      I shook my head and finished getting dressed. I couldn’t allow myself to think that way. Eden was right when she said my decision couldn’t be based on anyone else. And it wouldn’t do any good to think of Eden while contemplating the future of my relationship. Although, it was incredibly difficult to not think about Eden, for any reason.

      I took far too long in the bathroom, almost making us late for breakfast. I guess somewhere in my subconscious, I was trying to stay in the room. Leaving meant the trip was almost over and we’d have to head home. I wasn’t ready for that quite yet.

      I wasn’t ready to return to reality.

      However, I didn’t have a choice in the matter because there were businessmen waiting for us downstairs with contracts to sign. Eden seemed a little tense on the way down, but once we were all seated at the table, she acted as if everything was fine. This wasn’t the time nor the place to question her.

      “Before you sign this,” Kyle, the owner of the company, said as he held his hand over the contract, “take a second to make sure this is what you really want to do.”

      A knot formed in the pit of my stomach, thinking he was about to back out. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      “It’s not a matter of wanting to. I have to in order to see my company emerge from the black hole it’s been sucked into. And honestly, you’re the only one I trust to do it. I’m not just saying that because your parents are friends of mine, either. I’ve looked into your records and I trust you. So this isn’t about me. I need to make sure you won’t regret the offer you’ve made.”

      “This is a sound business decision. Not to make a bunch of money off you, but because I truly want to see you succeed. Don’t get me wrong, I hope every company I take over flourishes, but I have more of an interest in yours.”

      “Because of your parents?”

      I shrugged, not sure how to respond. Yes, a great portion of my reason for the offer I’d made had to do with his connection to my family, but I didn’t admit that. Kyle was a prideful man, and I knew my generosity would be misconstrued as pity. On the other hand, I wasn’t a desperate businessman, willing to cut myself off at the knees in order to make this deal, and I refused to come off looking that way.

      Luckily, Eden stepped in and saved me from having to answer. “With all due respect, sir, Dane wouldn’t have made an offer if he wasn’t sure of it. He’s not the kind of person to regret a decision. He doesn’t make decisions of this magnitude lightly. If he brought an offer to the table so quickly, it’s because he’s been thinking about it for a while. You forget he’s been trying to work with you for some time now. He was hoping you’d take him up on his offer long before you reached the point of needing it, so he wouldn’t use your current disposition for his gain.”

      Kyle studied Eden as she spoke. With a slight grin tugging at his lips, he hitched his thumb at her and said, “Where did you find her? I like her. But you better be careful. Watch out for this one. She might steal your business right out from under your nose when you’re not looking.”

      I laughed and glanced at Eden next to me, catching the pinkish hue licking her cheeks. “Would you believe me if I told you I found her in a sports bar? And I don’t have to worry about her stealing Kauffmann Investments from me…I might just give it to her.”

      With a smirk, he winked at Eden before returning his attention to me. “In all seriousness, Dane. I need to make sure this is something you’re completely okay with. You have your percentage in here”—he tapped the stack of documents on the table between us—“at an absurdly low rate. You essentially won’t make anything from this investment. In order to have a clear conscience about this, I have to point out what a dumb business move this is on your part.”

      I appreciated his concern, especially since I knew he wouldn’t have questioned it had it not been me, or had he not had a relationship with my parents. But in the end, it was my decision on what I’d walk away with. I’d talked to Eden last night while we spoke in the dark, and she agreed with me. This was business, but at the same time, there was a personal aspect to it. I was fully aware how dangerous it was to mix business with pleasure, but I danced to the beat of my own drum. I listened to my instincts and followed my gut. That didn’t mean I never got burned, but the ratio was largely in my favor.

      “I don’t agree with taking advantage of people in a time of need. And right now, you need me. I have the resources to help, and I won’t be walking away with nothing. If it were up to me, I’d get you on your feet, take my initial investment, and leave the rest for you.”

      “How the hell can you run a multi-million-dollar company that way?”

      I laughed under my breath. “I obviously don’t do that, but for you, I would. I believe in you. I believe in all the companies I acquire. I wouldn’t put my time and money into them if I didn’t. And regardless of who I’m dealing with, I’m not in the market to rake anyone over the coals. There’s a reason people come to me. I make smart decisions, I know what I’m doing, and I don’t look at every business as a dollar sign. I see an ‘open for business’ sign. That’s what it comes down to. So you can think this is an asinine decision all you want, but it’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”

      Kyle stretched his long arm across the table and shook my hand. “When you put it like that, I guess I don’t really have a choice, now do I? I’ll take it. And I appreciate your generosity. I know you’re likely doing this as a favor for your dad, but I don’t have much room to argue with you.”

      [image: ]

      Not long after the contracts were signed, Eden and I headed to the airport to catch our flight home. I was exhausted after a night of restless sleep, but I didn’t want to leave. I worried about the destruction I’d find at home and the state Gabi would be in. She never handled my business trips well, and that was before the height of her depression. It wouldn’t surprise me to come home and find her in bed, exactly where I’d left her, still in the same clothes she had on all weekend. That was not something that enticed me to return quickly.

      “You’re quiet this morning. Is everything okay?” I asked Eden once we were seated on the plane. Her cheerful disposition wore off as soon as the meeting ended and Kyle left. It unnerved me.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Just tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night and I miss my own bed.”

      I didn’t buy it. Not one word of it. “You know, it’s not nice to talk to the man who slept in a ball on the couch about how you didn’t sleep very well on that very comfy queen-sized bed. It’s inconsiderate,” I mumbled with a grin, teasing her in the hopes she’d cheer up and be herself again. I missed the woman who’d laughed with me in the dark last night.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” Even though I’d been joking, it seemed as though she took me seriously. Her tone was soft, but the melancholy was intense enough to hit me as if she’d shouted the words. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately.”

      “Your birth mom?”

      She shook her head slowly and sucked her bottom lip into her mouth. “Not really. I mean, yeah…I’ve thought about that. It’s kind of hard not to. But that’s not what’s been bothering me.”

      “Then what is it? Talk to me.” My heart practically stilled while waiting for her response.

      “I’m sorry, Dane, but I’m not really up for talking about it. I don’t mean to upset you or anything, but it’s something I have to work out on my own.”

      “Is it something I did? Something I said? Everything was fine when we went to sleep last night, and then it’s like you woke up bothered by something. If it’s me, I’d like to talk about it so I can make it right.”

      Eden placed her hand over mine on the armrest and looked into my eyes. “It’s nothing you can make right. It’s nothing you did or said. So please, you don’t have to concern yourself with it. I’ll figure it out. Just like I figure everything else out. I’m a big girl.” At least she offered me a grin. Although, that did nothing to appease me.

      “Well, as long as you know I’m here. If you need to talk, if you just need someone to listen…I’m here.” I wanted to tell her how much better I felt after confiding in her last night, and that maybe if she tried it with me, she’d feel the same way. But I didn’t know how to express that without sounding pushy.

      The flight was spent in silence. She wore her headphones and watched a movie while I worked on my laptop. I had a hard time concentrating on the spreadsheets and documents in front of me, knowing Eden was inches away, trapped in her own head. But there was nothing I could do. She wouldn’t let me help. She wouldn’t open up, even though I knew it had to do with me. I simply had to concede and let her work it out on her own…or wait for her to come to me.

      Toward the end of the flight, my thoughts drifted to Gabi. The same fear and concerns I’d battled with for weeks started to settle and I was able to sort a few things out. It wasn’t so much my inability to make a decision as it was being afraid of change. I’d never had an issue with it before, but then again, it’d never held the ability to affect my life this drastically. Work was work. Things changed every day, considering the number of companies I controlled. And the few times I’d moved were nothing more than packing and unpacking boxes. But this…this was so much more.

      I’d built my entire life around Gabi. My past was carved by her, leading the way to the present I now suffered in. And I couldn’t help but imagine the future I’d be left with if I didn’t make a change. We weren’t kids anymore. Children grow up and are forced to make decisions that’ll pave the path for the rest of their lives, and I had to accept that I’d gotten older. I’d grown up. Yet I still hadn’t managed to pave my path. I’d followed the proverbial yellow brick road Gabi had laid with her grief and depression. I couldn’t continue down that path anymore.

      By the time I made it to my condo, I’d come to terms with the fork in the road I was faced with. Right or left. And it was about time I turned on my blinker. One way or another. I couldn’t sit idle any longer.

      So as I turned the key in the deadbolt and opened the door, I readied myself to make the jump.

      To make a choice.

      To choose me.
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      The condo was empty, completely motionless and silent. I entered with caution, an eerie feeling washing over me. I hadn’t let Gabi know I was on my way home, but I didn’t think I had to. I didn’t expect her to not be here when I got back. She was always here, curled up in bed, crying, sleeping…anything but leaving the place. Except now, she was gone. The bed was unmade and dishes littered the kitchen as well as her nightstand. Clothes were strewn across the floor, as if she’d changed outfits fifty times before going…wherever she went.

      I became lost in my thoughts as I began to straighten everything up…until my phone rang. I grabbed it from my pocket and instantly smiled when I saw Eden’s name flash across the screen. “I left you in the car not even ten minutes ago. Miss me already?” I teased as I answered.

      A wispy giggle flooded the line and erased the tension that had filled me since walking through the front door. “You left your computer bag in the car. I have it. I’m walking out now to run some errands—my fridge is empty and I’m starving—so I can swing it by you if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, that works. I’ll meet you down in the lobby in five.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. I couldn’t explain it. I’d literally just seen her, yet the thought of seeing her again made me excited. I felt like a teenager all over again. And I realized it was the first time in years I’d felt that way. The pounding in my chest, the fidgety hands, the rushing around to make sure I looked okay. It was a thrill I’d forgotten about, one I didn’t think I was capable of feeling again. But here I was, acting like an adolescent waiting on the prettiest girl in school by her locker.

      I quickly finished cleaning the place and then rushed downstairs to the lobby. As soon as the elevator doors opened, I spotted Eden waiting by the front desk with my laptop bag in hand. She had changed since coming home. Instead of the long skirt she had worn, she now donned jean shorts and a tank top. Casual. She seemed comfortable in everything she wore. Didn’t matter if it was a black dress and heels, a short skirt for a night out, nice pants and top for work, or jeans and a T-shirt…she carried herself like she belonged in anything she had on.

      “Thank you for grabbing this. My mind must’ve been on overload by the time we landed.” When I took the bag from her grasp, I couldn’t stop the warmth from coursing through me as her fingers grazed mine.

      “Is everything all right? Was she okay when you got home?”

      I shook my head and stared at the floor, unsure of what to say. I’d grown so comfortable talking to Eden, but this was different. Finally, I’d made up my mind. I’d reached a decision about what I should do. What I needed to do. But it seemed as though talking to someone other than Gabi about it first was…wrong.

      “What happened? Is everything all right?” Her concern was palpable and forced me to look at her.

      “Oh, yeah. She just wasn’t here when I got home. Actually, she’s still not here.”

      “Where is she?” Eden asked with worried, wide eyes.

      I shrugged, unable to make anything up. “I’m not sure.”

      “Have you spoken to her at all since we flew out yesterday morning?”

      “No. By the time I got to the room last night, I knew it’d be too late here. I didn’t want to wake her. Not to mention, I didn’t exactly expect her to have gone anywhere.”

      “So you haven’t called her since we landed?”

      Normally, her repeated questions would’ve bothered me, but I knew she wasn’t asking in a judgmental way. She was concerned for me, and apparently for Gabi, as well, and it was obvious in her worried stare. I laid my hand on her shoulder and said, “I will when I go upstairs. I’ve been cleaning up since walking through the door.”

      “Cleaning up? What happened?”

      “Yeah…” I hesitated, ready to swallow my words. “She stays in bed a lot, so the covers were all over the place. And she tends to leave dishes lying around when she’s done with them.” I gritted my teeth, angry at myself for painting Gabi in such a bad light in front of someone she didn’t even know. “I’m making it sound worse than it is. She’s—”

      “Depressed. I know, Dane. You don’t have to explain it to me.”

      An ache spread through my chest, leaving behind a crater I didn’t think would ever heal. In the midst of protecting Gabi, I hadn’t realized I wasn’t protecting her at all. I did nothing but make up excuses for her and her behavior. I’d coddled her. Instead of pushing her to do better, to get back on her own two feet, I enabled her to remain in the black hole she’d hidden herself in.

      I couldn’t believe I’d never realized that before now.

      It was so obvious.

      Eden placed her hand high on my chest, her fingertips reaching my shoulder. “I’m here for you if you need anything. No matter what is it. I know this has to be tough for you, but I have faith everything will work out the way it’s supposed to.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her about the decision I made, but before the words came out, movement behind Eden caught my attention. I glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Gabi walking our way. Her brows were drawn, pinched in the middle, a scowl shadowing her face. In an instant, I took a step away from Eden, causing her hand to fall from my chest. She stiffened and then followed my gaze, her breath hitching the moment she caught sight of Gabi.

      “When did you get home?” Gabi asked, looking directly at me.

      “Fifteen minutes ago. I was actually getting ready to call you.”

      She glanced at Eden with her lips pursed, disdain and pain written into her features.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Gabi, this is Eden, my assistant. Eden, this is Gabi, my…fiancée.” Gabi didn’t miss the pause between my words and shifted her gaze to me. Her expression cut me deep, the hurt and offense in her eyes nearly gutted me. Hell, the guilt over my own hesitation wrapped around my chest and threatened to squeeze the life out of me. “Eden was dropping off my computer.”

      “Where was it?” Gabi asked no one in particular.

      While I tried to sort out an answer, Eden spoke up. “He left it in the car. I had to drive past your building on the way to the grocery store so I figured I’d drop it off.”

      “The car? What car?” She turned her wounded eyes to me.

      But again, Eden spoke for me. “The town car from the airport.”

      “Wait.” Gabi held up her hand and glanced between the two of us. “You went, too?” Her words were soft yet so full of pain they dripped with unbridled agony. As if I hadn’t already felt bad enough, having Gabi find out this way made it all worse.

      “I’m sorry,” Eden said with a shake of her head and a step in the opposite direction. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I just wanted to return his computer before work tomorrow.” She retreated another step. “It was really great to finally meet you, Gabi. I’ve heard so much about you, and now I can put a face to the name.” She glanced at me and nodded once. “Dane, I’ll see you at the office in the morning.”

      And then she walked away.

      Leaving Gabi and me frozen in silence.

      Wrapped in elevated emotions.

      “Put a face to the name?” Gabi asked in a whispered tone, glaring at me. “Heard so much about me? What have you told her, Dane? What kinds of things have you talked about with her—about me?”

      I gently held her elbow and guided her toward the elevator bank, needing to get her away from the front desk. “She’s my assistant, Gabi. Of course she knows about you.”

      “But she doesn’t know what I look like? What happened to the pictures of us on your desk?”

      I swallowed harshly as the bell rang and the mirrored doors opened. Without a word, we stepped inside the empty car and I pressed the button to our floor, waiting for the doors to close before resuming our conversation. I knew she’d get loud once I answered her. “They’re in my drawer.”

      “Why?” Devastation lilted her question.

      I couldn’t even look at her while responding. The pain in her voice was enough of a punch in the gut, I couldn’t see it in her eyes, as well. “It’s been hard, Gabs. You haven’t been the same. Seeing your smiling face in front of me while I work and then come home to you crying or curled up in bed, ignoring me…it’s too much. It’s too hard. So I put them away to keep from feeling let down every time I come home.”

      She was silent while we made it to our condo, but the second the front door was shut, she lashed out. “When did you get an assistant? How long has she been working for you?”

      “A few weeks. Not long.”

      She scoffed and rolled her eyes, both of us trapped in the foyer of the condo. “Long enough to take her on a trip. It looks sketchy, Dane. I won’t lie. You hire this young woman and then a few weeks later take her out of state and stay the night with her. You’ve always gone on business trips alone. You’ve never taken anyone with you—not even me!” Her eyes widened and she gasped, holding the air in. “Was this really a business trip?”

      My shoulders slumped forward, but I suppressed the groan threatening to rip through my chest. “Of course it was. That’s ridiculous. I haven’t taken anyone on trips for a while because I haven’t had an assistant to bring. Now I have one, so I brought her. And don’t throw it in my face that you never go with me…that has always been your choice. I used to ask, and you always said no. So I stopped inviting you. Not to mention, you won’t even attend a company appreciation day with me—what makes me think you’d go to Texas?”

      “That’s what this all comes back to, isn’t it? My depression. I’m too depressed to go to the beach with you, to go out of town with you. So you go and hire trash to give you what I can’t? Was she at the beach that day?”

      I turned around and balled my hands into fists, fighting off the surge of anger rolling through me. I had come home with so much to say to her, not expecting it’d start off like this. Her accusations only made it harder to express my feelings and concerns, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I lashed out.

      “Don’t call her trash. You don’t know her,” I hissed through gritted teeth, facing away from her.

      “Her arm is practically covered in tattoos and she has piercings in her face. What would you call that? It’s certainly not very professional.”

      I spun on my heel, my eyes wide and jaw gaping. My fists clenched impossibly tighter as I drew them closer to my body in a desperate attempt to rein in my anger. “You do know I’m covered in ink, right? I’m sure you’ve noticed the tattoos that cover pretty much my entire upper body. You’ve never once accused me of not being professional. I think your car and condo and clothes could attest to my professionalism.”

      She looked at me condescendingly, like I was out of line. “You’re defending her. Why?”

      “What the hell? I’m defending myself. You can’t attack someone for having tattoos when I have them, too. I have far more ink than Eden does, and you’ve never once complained.”

      “How do you know how many tattoos she has?”

      I rolled my eyes and threw my head back, completely exasperated. “This is going nowhere. You’re picking a fight and attacking my assistant—inadvertently attacking me—because of an insecurity you have. There’s nothing going on between Eden and me. She’s my assistant, and I’m her boss. That’s it.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me you’d hired her? Why didn’t you tell me she was going on the trip with you? Huh? If I have nothing to worry about, why did you keep those things from me? You’ve talked to her about me, about us, yet I didn’t even know this woman existed.”

      Fury coursed through me unlike I’d ever felt before. I couldn’t recall ever being so angry with Gabi. “You would have known about her had you taken two seconds to ask about me. If you showed one ounce of interest in my life, you’d know who was in it. But you don’t. You’re too wrapped in your books or TV. You don’t talk to me, and you certainly don’t listen when I talk to you. So don’t you dare throw this in my face and make me out to look like some cheating asshole. I’ve never cheated on you.”

      Gabi threw her arms out and leaned toward me. Pain, rage, rejection, and sorrow rolled off her like the tide on the shore. “I lost a baby! Our baby! And I’m still dealing with it. Sorry if I can’t just get over it like you can. Sorry the thought of never smelling her hair or hearing her giggle is so unbearable I can’t breathe at times.”

      “Don’t! Don’t do that, Gabi. You act as if we lost the baby yesterday. We didn’t. It’s been months and I’ve dealt with that. You haven’t. You can’t be mad at me for learning how to live my life and carry on seven months after you miscarried.” My temper got the best of me and I began to yell. I had never yelled at her before, and part of me felt bad. Although, another part of me felt relieved that I was finally able to get it out. I was finally able to say things I’d thought about but was never able to even utter.

      She broke down and began to cry harder. The relief I had felt for speaking my mind vanished and was quickly replaced with remorse. I hated watching her cry. It didn’t matter how many times I’d seen it over the years, it still cut me open.

      Guttural sobs filled her every word. “Not everyone can go through something like that and then go on with their lives as if nothing happened. As if my child didn’t die inside me. As if I couldn’t even protect my own baby. I couldn’t protect her…”

      “Gabi,” I pleaded in a whisper and tried to bring her closer to me.

      She shoved against my chest and pushed me away. “You don’t get it. I can’t make you laugh. I can’t make you smile. I can’t even think about being intimate with you without thinking of pregnancies and babies…which leads me to thinking about miscarriages. If I haven’t already, I’ll eventually push you so far away you’ll end up in the arms of another woman. Someone like Eden.”

      “That’s not fair. Don’t do that. Give me a little more credit than that.”

      “Think about it, Dane. It’s obvious you have more in common with her. Tattoos, work…I can’t relate to that. I don’t even have my ears pierced, and I have no idea what investments actually entails. Why are you even with me? I can’t give you what you want. I’m not what you need. I’m useless. I might as well not even be here.”

      I grabbed her and hugged her tightly to my chest. I hated hearing the depths of her self-hatred. It gutted me to hear her talk about herself like that. “Stop, Gabi. Let’s just calm down. Nothing will get solved if we’re both so worked up.”

      She pushed away and looked up at me with tears streaking her face. “I can’t be what you need anymore.”

      I felt stuck, as if I were literally caught between a rock and a hard place. I’d come home, ready to talk to Gabi about the future of our relationship, ready to tell her I couldn’t live like this anymore. But now, looking into her large, grief-stricken eyes, I couldn’t find it in me to tell her any of that. I knew she was depressed. I knew losing the baby had taken a toll on her. But I never realized the part I played in it. She’d never told me these things before. Hearing her confess to not being enough for me, for failing me, for holding me back…it was more than I could bear. And I didn’t see the point in letting her go now. Not after she finally opened up to me.

      “It’s hard, Gabs. It’s so damn hard to see you upset all the time. I miss the old you—the us we lost along the way. I know we can find each other again—it’ll happen. But I can’t do much more than what I’m already doing, and that frustrates me. It makes me feel like I can’t fix you.”

      “I hate it when you say that.”

      I didn’t understand. “You hate it when I say what?”

      “When you talk about fixing me. I’m not one of your companies you can take over and fix. I lost a child. I’m grieving, Dane. On top of that, you asked me to talk to someone, so I did. But it’s not helping. He’s making me talk about my mom. He’s making me talk about all the crap from my past. He’s heard it all before, but he’s making me relive everything and I can’t do it! I can’t go there again! But I need his help to get over the loss of my child and move on…to start over.”

      “You don’t get it, do you? This depression you’re suffering from isn’t just the baby. It’s everything. You’ve never dealt with any of it. As soon as you started to feel better, you stopped going to counseling. It doesn’t work that way. Dr. Greiner knows what he’s doing. He’s a professional. If he thinks you should talk about your mom, there’s a reason. And that reason is because you’ve never faced it. You’ve never come to terms with what happened between the two of you, and you’ve never gotten over what that asshole did to you.”

      Gabi covered her face with her hands and shook her head. “I can’t.” Her words might’ve been muffled, but I heard them as if she spoke them directly into my ear. “I can’t go through that again. I wish it never happened.”

      My heart broke. Shattered. Stopped beating at the sound of her pain. “Gabriella,” I whispered in a rush of air as I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her against my chest. “Baby, if I could go back in time and change it, I would. I’d kill the motherfucker before he ever laid a hand on you. But I can’t. The only thing we can do is work through it and make it to the other side. Hold my hand, lean on me, let me carry you when you’re too weak to walk. But please, get to the other side with me.”

      “You say all these things, talk about it like we’ll be together forever…yet you can’t even give me a real commitment. I know you don’t want to be with me, Dane. I know you’re only here because you know I can’t live without you. I’m making you suffer. I’m bringing you down,” she mumbled into my shirt.

      I held onto her shoulders and pushed her away, enough to look into her eyes. “What do you mean I can’t give you a real commitment? I put a ring on your finger, didn’t I? I’ve supported you since before we even graduated high school. I’ve taken care of you for over a decade and have been faithful every single day since. How could you say I haven’t given you a real commitment?”

      She brushed away the tears lining her face and wiped her nose. Her silence worried me. And then she spoke. “Would you have asked me to marry you on your own? If I hadn’t made a big deal about being together for over ten years, would you have bought me a ring? Or was it only because I practically begged you to?”

      Her question caught me off guard. I couldn’t do anything other than stare with my mouth opening and closing, words refusing to form. I’d asked myself this very question and had finally understood the truth to my answer. But I couldn’t tell her that. Not now. It would only beat her down more.

      “I guess I got my answer.” She turned to walk away.

      “Gabi,” I called out, following her into the living room. “The answer isn’t that simple.”

      “Yes it is. It’s yes or no.”

      “Ever since we moved back here, it’s been one thing or another with us. Your mom, your stepdad, your stepbrother. My job. You’ve been up and down with your emotions. It never felt like the right time. But if I truly didn’t want to marry you, I never would’ve asked. No matter how much you begged me, I wouldn’t have done it if I were that opposed to it.”

      “Then why haven’t we gotten married yet?”

      An incredulous chuckle blew past my lips without thought. “Really? When would we have been able to do that? The ring had barely been on your finger before we found out about the baby. That kind of took precedence over a wedding. And since then, you won’t even get out of bed. How exactly do you think we could get married if you won’t leave the house? You don’t say two words to me, so explain to me how you’d say ‘I do’? This isn’t about me not being able to commit to you, Gabi. This is about the timing never being right.”

      “The timing will never be right.” She twisted the diamond ring off her finger and held it out to me. “As soon as I get my head above water and feel like I can breathe again, I’m being dragged back down. And it’s not fair to drown you in my mess.”

      “What are you saying, Gabi?” My words came out choked and worried. This was what I had planned when I first came home. But now, after all we’d talked about, after all she’d gotten off her chest, the thought of her ending our relationship stole my breath away. I knew it was the right thing, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept. “Do you want me to leave?”

      She slowly lifted her shoulders, unable to even offer a full shrug. “It’s not fair for you to be with half a person. All I’m doing is tying you down. This is your chance to leave. I won’t guilt you into staying with a broken woman. You deserve better.”

      You deserve better. Those were Eden’s words, too.

      I longed to believe them, but I also knew Gabi deserved better. Better than the hollow existence she’d been living. And I did try to give her better. I hoped to see her smile and laugh. To be content. And a small part of me knew we could be good together. I loved her and I didn’t for one second doubt her love for me. We could make it work. But in order to give her that chance, I’d have to stick it out. Walking away—whether she offered me the choice or not—wouldn’t solve anything.

      “What do you want, Gabs?”

      “This isn’t about me. It’s about you and what you deserve.”

      I stepped closer to her, ignoring the ring between her fingers. “Shouldn’t this be about both of us? I won’t give up if you won’t. And I don’t only mean me…I mean all of it. Don’t give up on finding peace. Don’t stop working on becoming a healthier person. For you. So…what is it going to be, Gabriella?”

      “I just want to make you happy again. I want to walk down the beach with you like we used to. I want to be the person who makes you laugh. I’m so tired of being the storm cloud in the sky, the rain on your parade. I hate that you had to hide our photos because they cause you pain. I need to be better, Dane. But I’m having a hard time,” she confessed as she started to cry again.

      “I know, Gabi. We’ll get through this like we’ve gotten through everything else.”
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      I watched through the window between the offices as Eden tried to inconspicuously sneak in—thirty minutes late. The only reason I even noticed her tardiness was because I found myself watching the clock. Normally, she got to her office and started work before I even realized she was there. But not this morning. I’d been looking for her. Not because I wanted anything, either. I simply needed her.

      After the fight with Gabi, I felt broken down. Exhausted. Depleted of energy and enthusiasm, I craved the high I knew Eden could give me. She was right—she was my crutch. My drug. My temptation and salvation. The forbidden fruit. Even though I knew how unhealthy it was, I couldn’t stop it.

      Something changed in Texas.

      Maybe it was the night I opened up to her, or what she said to me on the dance floor. Maybe it was merely being with her, without anyone else around. Whatever happened, it changed me. It left me ready to end things with Gabi. And I would have done so already had things happened differently upon my arrival home.

      I threw a pencil at the window and watched Eden jump in surprise. It made me laugh. It made her smile. And suddenly, all felt right with the world again.

      She moved around her desk and stood in the open doorway, leaning against the frame.

      “You’re late. Where were you?”

      “Just around talking to people,” she said coyly with a small shrug.

      “Oh, yeah? Your mom?”

      She came into my office and practically threw herself into the chair across from me. “It sounds strange to hear you call her that. She’s not my mom. My mom lives in California with my dad. This woman might have given birth to me, but that’s about it. I don’t even know her.”

      I leaned onto my desk on my elbows, interested in what she had to say. At the very least, it took my mind off the situation at home. “Have you told her yet? About you being her daughter? Does she know?”

      “And say what? ‘So, I know you gave me up twenty-five years ago, but hi, I’m your daughter’? No. I can’t do that. I’m not even supposed to know who she is. I doubt she wanted me to find her—let alone get a job where she works.”

      “Do you know who your biological father is? Have you found him?”

      She shook her head and glanced around the room. “No, I have no idea who he is. The whole thing about my adoption is touchy, so I can’t really say anything to her. I’m not sure why I came here. I only wanted to meet her—to get to know her. I’ve spent my whole life wondering if I looked like her, or if we had any of the same mannerisms. But now it seems ridiculous. I don’t know how to act or what to say.”

      “I’m sure she’d like to know you had a good life no matter what the circumstances were surrounding the adoption. That decision couldn’t have been easy for her. She probably did what she thought was best for you at the time. And to see how you’ve turned out might be comforting to her.”

      “Yeah…you’re probably right. Doesn’t make it any easier, though.”

      “Why haven’t you spoken to your parents about her?”

      She blinked a few times and then stared right at me, my question clearly catching her by surprise. “They wouldn’t understand. When I started asking about my birth parents, it took my mom six months to tell me why I was put up for adoption in the first place. That’s all the information I was given. She never said who she was or where she lived. I found all that information on my own while I was away at college. Then I just wanted to meet her, and that’s how I ended up moving here at the last minute. I came with nothing but the desire to meet my biological mother. Now that I have, I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “But you’ve talked to her, right?”

      “Like had a conversation with her? Yes,” she said with a laugh that brightened her eyes. “It’s not like I follow her around like a stalker and stare at her while she works. I’ve spoken to her, but it’s weird. It’s like I don’t know what to say and she doesn’t know why I’m so interested. I think I should just give up.”

      “I think that’s a horrible idea.” I smirked at her and leaned back in my chair. “Maybe ask her out for lunch. See, if I knew who it was, I could totally give you a reason to talk to her. You could need to speak with her on my behalf. So maybe you should tell me.”

      “Good try, Kauffmann.” She winked, and I couldn’t help the way my heart skipped a beat at the sight.

      “Whatever, Clare. I’m only trying to help. But I do think you should find a reason to meet with her, and then lead into a conversation from there. You don’t have to tell her who you are right now, but at least find the answers to the questions you have. You’ve been here less than a month. Give it time.”

      “Not everyone is as patient as you are, Dane,” she teased. “Speaking of patience…how did it go after I left yesterday? I apologize, but I had no clue she didn’t know I’d gone on the trip with you. I thought you would’ve told her.”

      I huffed and ran my hand over the hair on my jaw, scratching an imaginary itch. “It’s not your fault. I should’ve told her, but I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      I quirked an eyebrow at her, knowing where she was going with this. “It’s not because I was keeping you a secret, Eden. It’s because she’s not interested in hearing anything about me. I know you probably think I’m embellishing and making this sound worse than it is so you’ll feel sorry for me, but I’m not. I swear. When I come home, she doesn’t even acknowledge my presence. We can literally be laying in bed together and it’s like I’m there alone. So I didn’t feel the need to offer her information if she can’t even find the time to ask about my day.”

      “Did you find out where she was yesterday?”

      I nodded and played with my tie. “Yeah. She went to see her therapist. I guess she had a hard time with me being gone and made an emergency visit.”

      “Well, see? Clearly she recognizes the importance of your presence—otherwise, she wouldn’t be so devastated with you away for a day.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her. “We actually talked a lot yesterday, got a lot of stuff out in the open. It wasn’t easy and it took a lot of yelling and tears, but she finally opened up to me about things she’d never shared before.”

      “That’s really good, Dane. I’m glad to hear that,” she said with a smile, and she meant it. I could tell by the light in her eyes. She truly did want me to be happy. And I couldn’t help but fall a little bit more for her in that moment.

      “You know…” I couldn’t look at her, so instead, I picked at the edge of the calendar on my desk. “I was going to leave her. On the way home yesterday, I thought a lot about it. I thought about what we talked about the night before, about how I feel, the things I want. And as I unlocked my front door, I had my mind made up.”

      Eden was silent, which made me glance up and look at her. I couldn’t read her expression—her blinking eyes, her slightly parted lips, her exaggerated breaths. She appeared to be stunned, possibly confused. But above all, I could tell she didn’t know what to say. Finally, she whispered, “Did you leave her?”

      “No. After you left, we got into an argument. That’s when she exploded and poured out how she’d been feeling.”

      “So what changed your mind?”

      I thought about all the reasons I had to stay, all the excuses I had to leave. Last night, it made so much sense to me, but now, in the light of a new day, I couldn’t help but see past the haze of guilt. The fog of sympathy, and the illusion of hope.

      “I know this will pass. Just like it has before. We’ll be good again.”

      She stared at me with doubt in her eyes. “Do you really believe that?”

      “Of course I do.”

      She sighed and scooted to the edge of her chair, leaning toward the desk—and me. “That’s not what I mean. Your decision to stay with her or leave doesn’t affect me at all. This has nothing to do with me, so please, don’t take this the wrong way. But is this what you truly want?”

      “I truly want her to get better.”

      “And then what?”

      I cocked my head to the side, not understanding what she meant.

      “You said you want her to get better. And I believe you. But have you given any thought to what will happen once she gets past this? Will you marry her? Have babies with her? Or will you finally feel like she’s stable enough to leave? Because I’ll tell you this, Dane…if you don’t see yourself doing all those things and more with her, you aren’t staying because you want to. You’ll be in the same situation you are now, wondering what it would be like to have everything you deserve. And if you’re planning on waiting until she’s better before you walk away, that could possibly send her right back to where she is now.”

      “I deserve to be loved. And Gabi loves me. She deserves to have normalcy. To have some sense of peace. I can give that to her. People may not talk about our love a hundred years from now, but that doesn’t matter. We don’t need the fairytale story or the kind of relationship people write songs about. We need each other.”

      “So you need her?”

      “I need her to get better.”

      Eden nodded but didn’t say anything else. She stood from her seat and offered a small grin before stepping away. “I honestly wish you both the best of luck.”

      “You don’t think I made the right choice, do you?”

      She stopped by the door, held onto the frame, and glanced over her shoulder. “It’s not about what I think, Dane. It’s about what you believe is right. Only you can answer that. All I care about is both of you finding joy and stability and a happily ever after.”

      And then she was gone.

      [image: ]

      Janette came to my office at four to discuss the press release for the buyout of Kyle’s company. I’d never understand why she needed to have these meetings. I gave very little input on the matter, and in the end, she’d do what she deemed best for Kauffmann. This is exactly why I’d hired her in the first place—I trusted her to do her job and she always did an exemplary one.

      Once she finished going over everything, I headed across the office to see if Eden had come back. She’d left her desk right before Janette arrived, and I hadn’t seen her return. Sure enough, her office was still empty, and it appeared she’d left for the day. Her computer was off, her desk neat, and her purse wasn’t where she always kept it.

      “That’s odd.”

      “What is?” Janette asked as she gathered her notes from our meeting.

      I scratched my head, lost in thought. “Eden left early. She didn’t even tell me she was done for the day.”

      “Maybe she had a doctor’s appointment or something and you forgot.” She glanced at me with maternal eyes and a gentle smile. “You’ve had a lot on your plate lately, dear. It’s not that far fetched of an idea that she told you and it slipped your mind.”

      “No. I know. She’s a good employee, so I don’t think she skipped out or anything. But I really wanted to introduce the two of you.” I resumed my seat at my desk and grabbed the phone from the cradle. “I’ll give her a call to make sure everything’s okay.”

      Janette covered my hand with hers, preventing me from lifting the phone. “Dane, you can’t check in on everyone in this building. I know you mean well, but she’s a young woman—and your assistant. I’m only telling you this because I’m your publicist and it’s my job, but you should probably leave her alone. Sometimes, you can come off as hovering.”

      I scoffed at her and rolled my eyes. “You think I hover? Do you know me at all?”

      “I know how you are when you care about someone.”

      “I care about all my employees, Janette.”

      “You’re right. You absolutely do. But think about how it’ll look to others. How often do you call me to see how I’m doing? I left work an hour early last week. Did I get a phone call from you? No. I’m sure you can ask every department here and you’ll find at least one person who’s missed work in the past month, and I can bet money you didn’t call a single one of them.”

      I leaned back in my chair and ran my hand over my chin. “What are you saying, Janette?”

      She grabbed the strap of her office bag and slung it over her shoulder. With her hand on her hip, she said, “I’m not saying anything other than you need to treat Eden like everyone else. I understand she’s your assistant and you work more closely with her than others in this building, but you need to be careful.”

      “You don’t know her. She’s not like that. You’re making it sound like she’ll accuse me of something, and I know her better than that. She wouldn’t.” I became defensive, and I knew it showed in my tone. But I couldn’t hide it. I didn’t like the silent accusations of what Janette insinuated.

      “This is my job and it’s what you pay me to do. I look out for what’s best for the company and your image. And I never said Eden would do anything to jeopardize that. But you have plenty of other people who work for you…and you never know if one of them might feel a little jealous of your relationship with the young female you keep by your side. The one you stole from another department. The same one you spent the entire company beach party with. In plain sight of your entire staff, I might add. Keep your nose clean. That’s all I’m saying, Dane.”

      I nodded to appease her and remained quiet until she left my office. Once the door was closed behind her, I reached for the phone again and quickly dialed Eden’s number. The entire time, Janette’s concerns echoed in my head. While I pressed the phone number I’d memorized by heart, I heard her warning. As the line rang in my ear, I thought about what others possibly saw between Eden and me. Guilt once again ate away at me. It seemed to be part of the perpetual pattern of my life these days. But it all faded away the moment her voicemail picked up. Panic instantly took over.

      It was only four thirty, but I didn’t care. I turned off my computer and grabbed my keys, desperate to find her. I left work and headed straight for Eden’s apartment complex with my heart pounding more ferociously with each second that passed. It wasn’t until I found her car safely tucked in the parking garage that I finally began to calm. But only slightly, because I still didn’t know if she was okay. Fluke accidents and awful scenarios started to rush forward. I fought the urge to jump out of my car and sprint upstairs. But then something hit me.

      I had no idea which apartment was hers, and I couldn’t very well go to every floor and knock on every door. Luck must have been on my side because as soon as I parked and got out of my car, I spotted a flash of red hair disappearing down the walkway toward the beach.

      “Are you okay?” I asked breathlessly once I caught up to her.

      Eden turned around, her eyes wide with surprise, lips slightly parted. “What are you doing here, Dane?”

      I took her by the shoulders and held her still so I could assess her physically. Instead of the work clothes she’d had on earlier, she’d changed into shorts and a tank top, her feet bare. I realized how out of place I must’ve seemed in my button-down shirt and tie, slacks, and polished shoes—which were now filled with sand. Normally, my rolled-up sleeves gave me a slightly casual appearance, but not when standing on a beach amongst others half-naked in bathing suits or shorts.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Eden whispered, pulling me back to the present.

      “I know, but I was worried about you. You left without saying a word. Why?”

      “I was done for the day, and you were in a meeting. Otherwise, I would’ve told you I was leaving. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I didn’t think going home an hour early would bother you. I’ve done it before.”

      I sighed once I realized how much I’d overreacted to the situation at hand. Janette was right—I should’ve let it go. I was over involved. Eden was right—I shouldn’t have been here. If anyone at the office knew I’d shown up at my assistant’s home and then chased her onto the beach, only to make sure she was okay after leaving one hour early…they’d have a field day. I couldn’t chance that. It was a risk I couldn’t afford to take.

      “I’m sorry. I know things have been weird lately, so I wanted to make sure you were all right. And I had planned to introduce you to Janette. Everything’s been so hectic at the office lately with these buyouts, and I wanted to make sure you two had the chance to meet face to face.”

      Her grin toyed at the corners of her mouth. “I’ve met Janette already, Dane. She’s your publicist—of course I’ve met her. Not to mention, I was supposed to have been working for her…remember? I think I’ve met almost everyone in the building—or, at least, the ones I should know. There are a few people in the mailroom I haven’t met yet. Feel free to introduce me to those tomorrow.” Her giggle drowned out the crashing waves on the shore, and settled a layer of peace over me. Amazing what a good dose of laughter could provide.

      “So you’re okay? You dipping out early has nothing to do with me or our conversation this morning?”

      She raked her teeth over her bottom lip and glanced down the beach, avoiding eye contact. That in itself was enough of an answer, but I needed to hear her say it. I desperately needed the words so I could make it right. I didn’t know how I’d do that, but I couldn’t allow things to continue this way. Knowing she was holding back and not speaking her mind kept me from moving forward—from moving on. I had to stop questioning my decisions and our relationship, and I couldn’t do that when I knew Eden had views she refused to share with me. Prior to having her in my life, I never questioned anything, but now I questioned nearly everything. I felt alive for the first time in ages. And that had to stand for something. I needed her to help me find the answers that would put an end to this nightmare.

      “Just tell me, Eden. Be honest with me. That’s all I want. Even if it’s something I don’t care to hear. I value your outlook on things, and right now, I really need brutal honesty from someone before I go crazy.”

      “Why would you go crazy? You told me this morning you made up your mind. Right?”

      I huffed and shoved my hands into my pants’ pockets, rocking on the heels of my shoes that were now covered completely in the sand. “You’re absolutely right…I did. But I can’t help the feeling you disagree. And if you do, then I’d like to know why. If I make a bad decision at work, I’d expect you to call me out on it, right?”

      “That’s not the same thing, Dane, and you know it.” Her voice escalated and I couldn’t miss the raw irritation in her tone. “We’re not talking about work here. This isn’t about a company that needs saving. This is your life, with your fiancée, and my validation doesn’t mean jack shit in the end. What does it matter how I feel about it? Whether I think you made the right call or not has no bearing on anything. It’s nothing more than an opinion…like an asshole—everyone has one. So mine holds just as much weight as that guy over there.” She pointed to a man walking down the beach. “Go tell him your problems and see what he thinks you should do.”

      I should’ve walked away. Right then and there, I should’ve said goodbye and headed home. But I didn’t. Because for some unknown reason, I couldn’t leave things alone when it came to Eden. I needed to hear her tell me my reasons for staying with Gabi were accurate.

      “I just want your viewpoint, Eden. I trust you, and you’re the only one who knows any of it. I’ve never told anyone else anything about my relationship—only you. So asking anyone else would be pointless.”

      “Well, asking me is equally as pointless. But if validation from me is what you need to justify your decision, then fine. Here it goes. You love Gabi. You’ve said it over a dozen times. You’ve loved her since you were young. You two have been together for…what, twelve years now? You’ve been through the lowest lows and the highest highs. More importantly than that, she needs you, and I think you enjoy having someone depend on you like she does. I think it gives your life meaning to have someone need you. It drives you. You were perfectly content before you met me, and you’ll be fine after I’m gone. You made the right call, Dane. You should stay with her.” She stared into my eyes for an unbroken moment, and then began to walk back toward her building.

      I was left staring at her footprints in the sand. Her words washing through me like the tide—calming yet powerful enough to sink a ship. I shouldn’t have held her opinion in such high regard, but I couldn’t help it. I felt like my mind wouldn’t have been so twisted had she never come into my life. So in essence, she had set my mental turmoil in motion.

      Before making my way to my car in her parking garage, I grabbed my phone from my pocket and typed out a text. You’re right. I’ve put you in a bad position, and I’m sorry. From now on, I’ll keep my personal business to myself and keep you out of it. You’re my employee, and I’m your boss. Simple as that. See you tomorrow morning. I hit send and left.

      I ended up walking through my front door at the same time I did every day after work. Gabi sat on the couch, but instead of a book in her hand, she had the computer in her lap. She glanced at me and closed the lid—I should’ve thought more about it, but I was too sidetracked with my own thoughts.

      I grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat down in the living room across from her. As I took my first swig, letting the cold liquid chill a path to my stomach, I took in Gabi’s expression. Her brows were drawn and she worried her lip between her teeth. At least her cheeks were free of dried tears and her eyes weren’t swollen from hours of crying. This was new, but I wasn’t sure if it was for the better.

      “What’s wrong, Gabs? You look worried about something.”

      In an instant, her expression changed. The lines on her forehead vanished and her eyes cleared, as if I’d pulled her out of some distant thought and brought her back to the present. “Dr. Greiner has me doing homework. He thinks it’ll help me deal with things between appointments.”

      “What does he have you working on?” It felt odd to sit here and have a normal conversation with Gabi. It hadn’t happened in so long. Any conversation we’d had involved me trying to comfort her, or it was an argument about her depression.

      “As you know, we’ve been discussing my mom. Apparently, he kept all the notes from previous visits—when I used to see him before the baby. He says my depiction of her now doesn’t match what it was a year ago. It seems I’ve forgotten things, or they might’ve gotten mixed up in my memories.”

      “You mean he thinks you’ve suppressed a lot of it?”

      She nodded and visibly bit the inside of her cheek, staring at me as though she were lost in thought again. I wondered if she’d relented and accepted medical stimulants to help her through this.

      “So what’s the homework? Anything I can help you with?”

      “No. He asked me to write down everything I remember, in the order I remember it, and then I have to go through it when I’m done. I was reading through old emails from her, from after my stepdad died.” A slow stream of air slipped past her lips as she let her head fall to the back of the couch. Staring up at the ceiling, she said, “It’s exhausting.”

      “Well, I’ve got to give it to you, Gabs…I’m very proud of you. You’re going through old emails and working through memories of her and you’re not crying. Or drinking. I’d say that shows a lot of improvement. How are you feeling—aside from exhausted?” I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I felt so content talking to Gabi. Things started to seem normal again, and even though I knew I shouldn’t get my hopes up, I couldn’t help it.

      It felt like the dawn of a new day.

      She met my gaze and offered a ghost of a smile. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I’d seen in over seven months. “He gave me anti-anxiety medication. I know, I know. I said I wouldn’t take any pills, but this is different. I’m not taking them every day, and they don’t make me feel like a zombie. He gave them to me yesterday and told me to take them if I started to feel out of control. I figured I needed one in order to take this trip down memory lane.”

      I set my beer down and slid to the floor in front of her, edging my way between her legs. I gripped her hips and stared into her eyes, making sure she could see me while I spoke to her. I needed her to understand how proud of her I was. “Gabi…you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. I know this isn’t what you want to do. I know drudging up old memories of your mom and what happened to you is the last thing in the world you want to be doing, but I know when it’s all said and done, you’ll be happier for it. I love you so much.” I meant it. I did love her. More than she’d ever know.

      “I love you, too, Dane. I don’t care to think about where I’d be without you.”

      I smiled and pressed a kiss to her thigh. “You don’t ever have to worry about that.”

      She set the computer down long enough to help me with dinner and eat, but as soon as the dishes were put away, she went straight to the couch. I didn’t complain, though. I knew she needed this. We needed it. I’d let her sit there in front of her computer for as long as necessary if it meant things would go back to being normal again.

      Instead of taking my evening walk down the beach or sitting on the pier, I stayed inside with Gabi in case she needed me. I never wanted her to feel like she had to go through this alone. Just after sundown, she headed to the spare bedroom with her laptop. She said she had to plug it in, and I didn’t question it, figuring she sought some alone time. Gabi remained there all night, and I eventually went to bed without her. I didn’t want to bother her, worried I’d interrupt her progress. So I left the living room lamp on and retreated to our bedroom. I took a quick shower and then climbed into bed—and not once did Eden cross my mind. The only thing I thought about was Gabi and how excited I was to see life enter her eyes again. To see her do more than cry and hide away in bed. Instead of losing herself in fiction, she buried herself in the work her therapist had given her, and nothing made me happier than that.

      I closed my eyes and fell asleep to thoughts of my life falling back into place.

      And then I dreamt of the brighter days ahead.
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      I had always believed in signs, but never paid attention to them until it was too late.

      On your way to work, the light you’re waiting on to turn green never changes. You get mad. It was clearly your turn to go, but the light remained red while everyone else took their turn. You curse the crimson bulb hanging on a cable as if it has feelings. But there’s another side to that coin. There could be a reason the light never turned green. It’s entirely possible fate stepped in and kept you from getting hit by another car. Maybe some other driver two miles down the road was on the phone and not paying attention, which could’ve resulted in a head-on collision had you gone through the light. You don’t think about things like that when they happen. No. All you think about is how you missed your turn.

      The next morning was exactly like that for me.

      I either forgot to set my alarm or I turned it off without actually fully waking up. Either way, I was late. I became alerted to the sun peeking in through the blinds and sat up, noticing the other side hadn’t been slept on. I sifted through my fuzzy mind and remembered Gabi being in the spare bedroom when I went to sleep. So I climbed out of bed and headed across the house to check on her.

      I found her curled up in the middle of the mattress, an empty wine bottle on the table next to her. A box sat opened on the floor, papers spilling out and scattered around the room. On the bed next to her sleeping form was her laptop. It was opened but the screen was dark. My heart ached for her, thinking about her spending all night going through daunting memories of some of her darkest days. The wine worried me, but I wasn’t surprised. I only wished she had turned to me instead of drowning her pain in alcohol.

      Knowing she probably stayed up half the night, I moved around the room as quietly as possible, gathering the loose sheets of paper to put back in the box. Not once did I think about the box or wonder where it had come from. Not even when the piece of paper sitting on top caught my attention. I knelt down next to it with the other papers in my hand, and grabbed the one on top.

      It was a printout of an online article, dated more than ten years ago. I didn’t need to read it—I remembered it, and the others just like it. Sean Williamson had been arrested for the brutal rape of his underage neighbor, Gabriella Rios. The entire article talked about his arrest, and his cries of innocence. Even now, seeing the reports made me angry all over again. I couldn’t imagine how Gabi felt after going through this.

      Disregarding the other papers, I put them all back into the box and closed the lid. I grabbed her laptop with the intention of putting it away too, but before I could, the screen came to life. I don’t know what I expected to find. Maybe something about her mother or old emails, like what she said she’d been looking at yesterday. But that’s not what I found. Piercing blue eyes stared back at me from the computer screen. A full-colored photo of Sean Williamson. His mug shot. Next to it was a more recent picture. His eyes weren’t as bright and wrinkles now lined his weathered skin. The same scowl appeared in both images, although the one in his mug shot screamed anger, whereas the newer photo simply showed a despondent man who’d lost everything.

      He didn’t deserve anything after what he did to Gabi.

      So many lives had been changed by him.

      Her life hadn’t been the same since.

      Mine hadn’t. His family’s lives hadn’t.

      I scanned the information below the photos and learned Sean had killed himself a few days ago. I couldn’t help but be relieved over the news. No matter how bad it sounded, I was glad he was dead. I had never been thankful for the death of anyone before, but he deserved it. He was found by his mother in his room, hung in the closet. Fucking coward. He left behind a note declaring his innocence over the charges that had plagued him, followed him everywhere, and he couldn’t live with them anymore.

      After all these years, he still tried to claim his innocence. I couldn’t believe it. A jury had found him guilty, as they should have, and he’d served his time—which in my opinion wasn’t long enough. The pain and destruction he caused Gabi would remain for a lifetime. She would never forget what he had done to her, and neither would I. It pissed me off to no end knowing he still denied it. It pissed me off even more that he’d killed himself and no longer had to deal with the fallout of his criminal indiscretion.

      My anger got the best of me and I slammed the lid of the laptop shut. It startled Gabi awake. She sat straight up and reached for the computer as if to hide it. As if she didn’t want me to see what was on it.

      “Gabi, baby…it’s okay.” I tried to soothe her when the tears started. They filled her large brown eyes and cascaded down her cheeks in a race against time. With her face in my hands, I lowered my forehead to hers and whispered, “It’s over. It’s all over now. He’s gone.”

      Instead of comforting her, it only seemed to make things worse. She pulled away from me and covered her face with her hands, sobbing loudly. Her shoulders jumped with every hiccup, and the more she cried, the more she curled into herself.

      “What’s going on, Gabs? Talk to me. Why are you so upset?”

      “He killed himself. He’s dead.” Her words were muffled, but they weren’t impossible to hear. Except, they didn’t make any sense. The bastard’s death should’ve offered her some peace of mind, but instead, it seemed to cause her more anguish.

      “I know…I know. I’m mad, too. He’s a coward who ended his life instead of facing what he did to you.”

      “No!” Gabi dropped her hands and stared at me with wide, glistening eyes. Her shoulders were hunched forward and her knees drawn tightly against her chest. This was a woman on the verge of falling apart. “You don’t get it. It’s my fault he died. I’m the one who ruined his life.”

      Her words stunned me into silence and I couldn’t manage to pull myself together fast enough to say anything. When she couldn’t catch her breath through her tears, I knew I had to come up with something. I had to do something to calm her down. I rubbed her back in soothing circles and said, “It wasn’t your fault. He’s the monster. He ruined his own life when he raped you, Gabriella.”

      I hated saying “rape” in front of her—I knew how sensitive she was about the word, but her therapist had urged us to use the word. Calling it anything other than what it was only pacified the situation. She needed to face what had happened to her, and that wouldn’t take place if we skated around the issue.

      But that didn’t seem to calm her in the slightest. She wiped her face and scooted away from me. “He killed himself because he couldn’t get a job, he couldn’t get his own house, he couldn’t do anything. He had to register as a sex offender, for God’s sake. And it’s all because of me!”

      I reached out and touched her knee, trying to offer her as much support as she’d take. “Gabriella, listen to me. It’s not your fault. He couldn’t get a job or a house because of his actions. Not yours. He was a monster and that’s why his life went the way it did. You have to stop blaming yourself. Please. You did nothing wrong.”

      I hated talking about it because all it did was bring up the memories of that horrible day.

      The day she stopped answering my calls and never showed up at school.

      The day I rushed to her house before the lunch bell rang.

      The day I nearly lost everything.

      I’d thought about killing him that day. And talking about it only made me wish he were still alive so I could knock on his door and put a bullet in his skull.

      “I told the police he raped me.” Her throaty voice, filled with immeasurable sorrow, abraded over me and left me physically hurting for her.

      “That’s why you’re blaming yourself? You think if you hadn’t told anyone he wouldn’t have killed himself? Gabi, listen to me.” I caressed her face and waited until I had her attention before continuing. “If you didn’t turn him in, then he would’ve ended up hurting someone else. Who knows how many girls he might’ve attacked had you not gone to the cops with the truth. He killed himself because he’s a coward who couldn’t handle people knowing the truth about him.”

      Her face scrunched up as more silent tears came. When I went to wipe them away, she shoved my hand aside, then held it on top of the bed. I waited—for what, I wasn’t sure, but I knew she needed a moment to compose herself.

      When her breathing had returned enough for her to speak, she opened her mouth. Words came out. Words that made no sense. I heard them, but they wouldn’t register in my head. It was like watching a foreign film with the captions on. You see the words, but they’re meaningless. Another language. Nothing but letters connecting to form sentences that don’t make any sense.

      “Did you hear me, Dane?”

      I blinked, unable to move, and tried to process it all. “Yeah, I heard you. But I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I lied, Dane. I ruined his life. It is my fault he’s dead, because he never raped me.”

      Suddenly, her hand on mine scorched my skin. Fire licked up my arm, charred my neck, and set my entire being ablaze. Anger, confusion, complete and utter shock hit me all at once. Again, her words jumbled in my mind, not fully translating. Disbelief blinded me to the meaning.

      I snatched my hand away and stood up. I stared at her, desperately trying to get the fog in my head to clear. “You lied?” As soon as I spoke, the confusion cleared, and her confession rang in my head like alarm bells. “You lied?” I screamed.

      Gabi flinched, but I didn’t have it in me to care.

      “You fucking lied, Gabriella? He never raped you?” My heart stopped beating while waiting for her reaction. I was desperate for her to say I’d misunderstood. That I’d somehow heard her wrong. But instead of telling me that, she nodded, confirming the worst. “So you told the cops he raped you, told the judge, the jury, the entire courtroom, and me”—I slapped my chest with my open palm to punctuate my words—“that he raped you, when he didn’t? You put a man behind bars for no fucking reason?”

      I took a step back. She reached out for me with tears lining her face, and I took another step away. Before I knew it, I was in the doorway, ready to flee. The sight of her disgusted me. The thought of her made me want to punch a wall. I couldn’t fathom all the years I’d stayed by her side, supported her, pulled her out of the darkest shadows of her depression, and the entire time, it’d all been a lie.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I seethed through clenched teeth.

      “Dane,” she pleaded, still reaching for me. “Let me explain.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I screamed with my hands in the air, preventing her from speaking. “There’s nothing to explain, Gabi. Nothing!” Everything had been a lie. All of it. I couldn’t process anything while looking at her. It only made me angrier.

      She sat on the edge of the bed, her legs tucked beneath her, and regarded me with large, pleading eyes. It was too much. I’d fallen for that expression too many times, and I refused to do it again. I had to leave, to get away from her presence before I exploded and did something I’d end up regretting.

      “Where are you going?” Gabi called out after I turned around, heading to our room.

      “I’m going to work.”

      The pitter-patter of her feet on the hardwood floor followed me, catching up to me right before I made it to the room. “Will you be back? Will you talk to me when you come home? We need to talk, Dane. I need you to listen to me.”

      I spun on my heel, taking her off guard, and leaned into her face. “I’m not coming home. I can’t be here with you. I’m not interested in listening to your lies anymore, Gabriella. I’m done. I’ve stayed this entire time for you.” My voice was low and gritty, my feelings not going unnoticed. “I’m done.”

      Without giving her a moment to respond, I turned around and slammed the door closed behind me. The entire room tilted and I felt as if I weren’t in my body. As if I were nothing but a bystander watching this all take place. I wasn’t in control of my actions, and certainly not my thoughts. I had tunnel vision from the time I snatched the duffel bag from the closet until the time I zipped it up, not caring what clothes I’d grabbed and thrown inside. I didn’t even know where I’d stay or for how long. All I knew was I needed to get out of here. I needed to be away from Gabi.

      And I needed her to be gone before I returned.

      My dress shirt was more than likely wrinkled, and my slacks creaseless. But I didn’t care. I couldn’t even remember putting the clothes on, let alone tying my tie or shoes. Somehow, in a daze, I’d gotten dressed for work, and by the time my brain caught up to my actions, I was in the doorway with my bag in hand.

      Gabi was on the couch, staring at me with swollen eyes and puffy cheeks.

      “I’ll be back Sunday afternoon.” I ignored the hope in her eyes and continued. “When I get back, you need to be gone. Take everything you want. The couch you’ve cried into for months. The bed I’ve had to drag you out of more times than I can count. The box of papers chronicling the lie you’ve lived for half your life. All of it…none of it. I don’t care, just as long as you’re not here.”

      “I have nowhere to go, Dane.” Grief dripped from every word, although it did nothing for me.

      “That’s not my problem.” I headed for the front door and said, “You’re not my problem anymore,” under my breath. And then I left. Walked out. Let the door close behind me and moved on. Like I should’ve done so long ago. Like I’d desperately wanted to do yesterday.

      But now I could do so with a clean conscience.

      Now I was free of the binds that had held me prisoner for over ten years of my life.

      [image: ]

      “Morning, Mr. Kauffmann,” Gina greeted me when I walked into the lobby.

      Ignoring the running joke of her refusal to call me Dane, I barked, “Morning.” I barely glanced at her, but it was enough to recognize the offense in her blue eyes caused by my clipped tone. I had to disregard the pang in my chest at the sight. I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want to upset her. She was like a mother to me at the office, but I couldn’t push my anger aside long enough to correct it.

      I made a mental note to give her a gift, possibly a bonus or an extra paid vacation. Once my head cleared, I’d have to remember to have two dozen yellow roses—her favorite—and some Godiva chocolates delivered to her, as well as personally offer her my sincerest apologies.

      When my head cleared.

      In the meantime, I stalked back to my office to spend hours alone in silence.

      I sat at my desk, blankly staring at the same piece of paper for God knows how long. I couldn’t concentrate on anything. The words on the page were nothing but black letters, blurring and blending together until I saw nothing more than symbols that didn’t represent anything. The only thoughts running through my mind were of the anger and pure disgust I felt toward Gabi.

      All I could think about was how I had stayed with her, hoping to save her from the horrible things that had happened to her through no fault of her own. But that horrible experience never existed. I had been miserable for years—bleak and broken. But I stayed because I’d made a promise. A promise to protect her. I always put Gabi before myself. Always. Finding out it was all a lie was like I had been tricked, schemed into staying with her. I was played, plain and simple. I gave her a house, clothes, cars, money, anything and everything she’d ever desired. The only thing I cared about or needed was being happy. But I didn’t get that because of Gabi. Because of her lies, betrayal, and deceit.

      I hated how even now, at work, she still stole my thoughts. I’d left her, walked out on her, yet I hadn’t been able to let go of it. The hatred burned bright, threatening to take me down if I didn’t stop obsessing over it. I thought coming to the office would help, but it didn’t. Nothing seemed to take away the fact that my world had been completely turned upside down.

      “Dane? Everything okay?” Eden’s voice filtered through the room and bathed me, providing everything I needed in one nanosecond. I was wrong…there was something that would help me. And she stood in the doorway between our offices, leaning in with her hand on the frame. She was always there…especially when I needed her. I knew the answers I sought were right there within my grasp, but I couldn’t pull the trigger and take that leap of faith. “I was expecting that file like an hour ago.”

      I glanced down to the paper I’d done nothing but stare at and closed the folder. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been able to concentrate. I don’t think I’ve gotten past the first sentence. But I trust you, so I’ll take your word for it and sign off on it. If you think Grayson is a good company to invest in, then I’ll take it.”

      “Bookers,” she said, and then made her way to my desk. I stared at her in confusion as she took a seat and regarded me for a moment. Pity stared back at me. “The company is Bookers. Grayson is the one I suggested you decline.”

      “Oh…right.” I shook my head, hoping she didn’t pick up on the chaos running through my mind. Everything had changed. And no matter what I did, I couldn’t stop this morning’s events from playing on constant repeat, drowning me in despair. “Good thing you corrected me. That could’ve been a disaster.”

      “Are you all right? And please, don’t lie to me. I know we kind of ended things in a weird place yesterday on the beach, and then your text message…but that doesn’t mean I don’t care. Just because I’m your employee and you’re my boss doesn’t mean I can’t be concerned.”

      I nodded, then thought better of it. She’d see right through any lie I’d try to pass off as truth. Eden was the only person who truly saw me, really knew me…and it’d be pointless to be anything but honest with her. “I left Gabi this morning.”

      Her eyes widened slightly before she corrected her reaction. She remained stoic, unmoving while taking in my confession. Her chest rose and fell in even waves with each breath, all while keeping her gaze locked on mine. She cleared her throat and asked, “What made you decide to do that?”

      I could tell she was worried it had something to do with her. It was in her tone, the uneasiness in which she sat across from me. Her shoulders were stiff and concern deepened the lines around her painted lips. I knew I needed to ease her mind, but I wasn’t ready to say the words out loud yet. I still needed to come to terms with everything that had happened.

      Instead, I settled on a vague truth. “The reality of our relationship didn’t match the imaginary one I’d been living in for the last twelve years. She wasn’t the person I thought she was—or the one I claimed to love. It was all a lie, and my eyes were finally opened to the truth.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head and leaned back in my chair. “No, but thank you.”

      “Well, if you need me…you know where to find me.” With a genuine smile, she retreated to her desk.

      For the first time in weeks, Eden brought me a sandwich for lunch. It was unexpected to say the least, but not near as surprising as when she sat across from me with her own food. In silence, we both removed the paper wrappers and started to eat.

      “What happened…Heidi and your new friends didn’t want you to sit with them at the lunch table?” I teased, producing the first smile of the day.

      “I always preferred the bathroom stalls over the cool kids’ table anyhow.”

      “Oh, so now my office is the bathroom stall?” And there went the first chuckle.

      Eden shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Figuratively speaking,” she said with a coy grin.

      Not much was said during lunch, or even after. Throughout the day, I’d peer across the room and catch her watching me through the window. She had the blinds down, but not closed—just enough to see the other person without being noticeable.

      She came into my office a few times to drop off papers, get my signature, or ask a question. Each time, she lingered a little bit longer than the last. I could tell she wanted me to talk to her about what had me so quiet, but she never pushed. Instead, she made herself available for me if I needed it. Her intentions were clear. She was there for me if I needed her. Eden had managed to open me like a well-read book. She’d gotten me to purge emotions and feelings that had been dormant for so long.

      That terrified me.

      With fifteen minutes left of the work day, she knocked on the open door, but didn’t invite herself in. “I’m getting ready to head out. Anything you need before Monday?”

      “Monday? What about tomorrow? Will you not be here?” Panic started to set in at the prospect of not seeing her for three days. Even though we’d barely spoken today, I liked knowing she was around. I didn’t want to imagine being here alone for an entire day without her.

      She giggled and raised a brow at me. “Dane, tomorrow is a holiday. No one will be here.”

      Somehow, I’d lost all sense of time. I’d forgotten all about the long weekend, and I suddenly dreaded thinking of spending it by myself. The thought of being alone for one day was almost too much to bear, but three…I wouldn’t survive three.

      “So…need anything?”

      Absentmindedly, I shook my head.

      The second she returned to her office, my heart sank. Eden had been the only person to notice my disposition. She was the only one to ask how I was and offer to listen if I needed someone to talk to. She made her presence known, hanging in the shadows all day in the event I was ready to open up and relieve my system of the worry that consumed me. No one else had done that. No one else had ever bothered to take the time to be there for me.

      For the last twelve years, I’d been living a lie.

      It was time to accept the truth.

      I pulled open a drawer for the filing cabinet behind my desk and quickly searched the tabs for the paper I sought. Finding it, I grabbed it from its folder and slammed the drawer closed. I felt like I was in a race, seconds away from losing. And I was tired of losing. It was time to win.

      Catching Eden by surprise, I stormed into her office. Her emerald gaze met mine, wide with shock, bright with hope. Until I placed the paper on the desk in front of her. I didn’t need to say anything. She glanced at it and gasped. Her small hand covered her gaping mouth in a feeble attempt to hide her disbelief. She picked it up and then turned to face me, her eyes darting back and forth between mine and the paper in front of her, searching for answers.

      Answers I couldn’t give.

      Because my heart was in my throat, waiting for her response.

      I felt dizzy.

      I couldn’t breathe, think, or speak.

      “What’s this?” she asked in such a tiny voice I barely heard it.

      “A resignation form.” I knew I had to give her more than that, but I couldn’t find the words. Rejection colored her expression, and I wished I could clear it away. All I had to do was say something, but all my words were tied up in fear.

      Fear of her saying no.

      Fear of reading it all wrong.

      Fear of making a mistake.

      “Why are you giving me a resignation form?”

      I begged her with my eyes to understand. “Because I want you to sign it. I want you to resign.”
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      “Is this because of yesterday? Because of what I said on the beach? That’s not fair, Dane!” Eden’s soft tone became harsh and full of emotion, raising an octave with each sentence. “I’ve told you before I don’t want to quit. Now you’re forcing me to resign?” Tears filled her eyes as well as her words.

      I tried to reach out and touch her, but she flinched. I needed her to understand, but for some reason, I couldn’t gather the words to construct the sentences I’d said to myself moments before. To correct the confusion. All I was capable of doing was opening and closing my mouth without producing a sound. I was desperate to reach her, to clarify what I meant. Desperate to stop time so I could collect my thoughts and explain enough to calm her down so she could hear me out.

      But nothing worked.

      “You said I was your employee and you were my boss, and we’d keep our personal lives out of the office. I’m sorry, Dane. I’m sorry I asked you about Gabi. I was concerned…that’s all it was. I swear. When I walked into your office this morning, you looked like death. You were obviously distressed, and I…I won’t ask about her again. I’ll be completely professional from now on. No more personal questions.”

      “It has nothing to do with that.” The words rushed out in a frantic attempt for her to hear me.

      She paused and blinked away more tears. “Then what does it have to do with?”

      “The rules.” It made sense in my head, but as I spoke the truth—in nothing more than an insecure whisper—I realized how confusing it sounded. I wished I could run back into her office and start the conversation over differently. I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to put all the pieces in place, but it didn’t work. When I caught her stare once more, I realized I’d only succeeded in making things worse.

      Confusion marred her forehead and panic widened her eyes. Rivers of pain lined her face, and it felt like I’d been stabbed in the heart. Her whole body shook, and all I wanted to do was hold her. For the first time, I wanted to take her in my arms and make her understand. But I knew she’d only reject me.

      In a meek voice, she asked, “What rules? What did I do?”

      I focused on the resignation form clutched in her hand, held to her chest, and immediately knew I had to say something. I had to make this right before everything went wrong. I reached out for her again, faster than she expected, and she took a step back.

      “Eden.” I dropped my arm and pleaded with my eyes. Begged her to see the truth in them. I needed her to know my intentions, but I was having a difficult time forming the words. I knew what I wanted to say, what she needed to hear, but fear had wound itself so tightly around me, I doubted every word that came to me. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “You gave me this form and told me to sign it. You asked me to resign, saying something about rules. If you’re firing me, then I deserve an explanation as to why.”

      I shook my head and stepped toward her, knowing she didn’t have much room left to retreat. I didn’t want to corner her, but I couldn’t take the chance of her running, either. “I’m not firing you.”

      She held up the paper and waved it in my face. “Well, this form you shoved in front of me begs to differ.”

      “It’s a resignation, not termination. It’s completely up to you.”

      “You know this is my dream job. I love the work I do. Why would you think I’d want to leave?” Her gaze searched the room. “Why?”

      “Because there are rules about dating associates. As long as you work for me, I can’t be with you. And, my God, Eden…I so desperately want to be with you.” I took the final step to close the distance between us, and to my surprise, she didn’t move away. “There’s always been something about you, but I’ve excused it and tried to ignore it. I can’t ignore it anymore, Eden.”

      “Is this why you left Gabi?” Her question was hesitant.

      “No,” I answered quickly before she could come to any conclusions on her own. I should’ve known this was how it’d seem. And I desperately needed her to know how wrong she was. “I swear to you, Eden…my decision to leave had nothing to do with you. I didn’t even realize how badly I wanted to be with you until a few minutes ago.” I shook my head and tried again. “I mean…I think I’ve always known, but I could never admit it to myself.”

      “I’m confused.”

      I grabbed her hand and held it between us. “You care enough about me to ask me how I’m doing. To ask about my day and check up on me when you can sense how stressed I’ve been. You take the time to see me when no one else does. I seek you out, make up excuses to text you after work because I feel different with you. I feel content…and I can’t even remember the last time I’ve felt this way. But you do that to me. You put a smile on my face. My heart dances to the sounds of your laughter. I’ve always known these things…but I’d convinced myself I could never have you. Because I’d made a commitment, and I had to honor that. I couldn’t turn my back on…her.”

      She released my hand and reached up to hold my face. Her palm was soft and warm. Comforting and gentle. She touched me as if it were second nature to her—as if we’d been doing this our whole lives. “Are you ready now to tell me what happened?”

      I kept eye contact with her as I tried to organize my thoughts into some kind of explanation. “When we were in high school, Gabi’s next door neighbor raped her. The things he did to her were horrible and disgusting. That was the start of her downfall—the part of her past I was never able to tell you. And it was what produced my need to protect her, because she couldn’t protect herself.”

      Her hand went limp on my cheek, so I covered it with mine and held it there.

      “That was one of the reasons I felt I couldn’t leave. He’d broken her. And she was never the same again. He was arrested and sent away to prison. She was seventeen and he was twenty-three. When he was finally released from prison, he couldn’t lead a normal life. What he’d done followed him everywhere, and he was condemned by everyone.”

      “Good, he should be,” she commented.

      I shook my head and watched the confusion set in her eyes. “He killed himself the other night because of it. Because he was unable to assimilate. And he deserved that. He never should’ve gone to prison. He never should’ve been labeled a sex offender—because he never did it. She confessed to me this morning that she’d made it all up. She ruined that man’s life with a lie.”

      Her eyes grew wide and her red lips popped open. “Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered, raking my hands through my hair. “I didn’t ask. I just packed a bag and got the hell out of there. I gave her until Sunday to be gone, to get out of the condo. I never want to see her again. I never even want to hear from her again, so I’ll probably never know what made her do something that vile and disgusting.”

      Eden’s hand slid from my face to my chest and pushed me back a step. “That’s all very sad, and my heart hurts for you. I also feel sorry for Gabi—there has to be some reason for her to lie about something like that. But with what you’ve told me about her depression and never being able to fully climb out of her own hell, it all makes sense. I’m sure holding in that secret, knowing what she did to that man’s life, couldn’t have been healthy. I’m sure she’s lived with the pain of that for years, on top of everything else. But I have to be honest with you, Dane. I’m not a rebound girl.”

      “I know you’re not.” I huffed, hoping I’d be able to explain this correctly so she’d see how much I meant it. “I was with her for all the wrong reasons. I stayed with her out of guilt for something that never even happened. I loved her, yes…but not the kind of love relationships should be built on. Not the kind that binds people together for eternity. What you and I have isn’t a rebound. It’s not me jumping from one girl to another. It’s me being where I want to be.” I glanced away, unable to look her in the eyes as I said, “If you don’t feel the same, I understand.”

      She held up the resignation form. “I’m not signing this.”

      I don’t know why I thought she’d sign it, but I hadn’t contemplated this situation turning out differently. I must have mistaken her affection and attention as something other than it was, and I’d allowed myself to find happiness in someone who didn’t feel the same toward me. I should have known better. I wanted to believe it was the timing, but I knew that was nothing more than wishful thinking. For the first time since I was fifteen, I put myself out there. I hadn’t expected the sting of rejection to be so painful, but it cut me to the core like a double-edged knife.

      “I understand,” I said, disappointment heavy in my voice.

      “I don’t think you do. If I sign this, then that means I’m quitting my job so we can be together. My dream job. The one I relocated to Florida to get. So where would that leave me? I need to work. I have an apartment to pay for and bills and a credit card to take care of. I have a degree and would like to use it somewhere other than a bank.”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. I was too busy thinking about finally being with her that I hadn’t given her job any thought. “Well, I am the boss. I own the place. If you want to work here, then stay. I made the rules, and I can break them.”

      “No. Things could get messy. That’s a bad idea. You set the precedence and that wouldn’t be a good example.”

      “What if you still worked here—but in a different department? Or assisted someone else?” Honestly, I hated the thought of her being someone else’s assistant, but I had to find a solution. One that would allow us to be together without compromising her job. “I could move you over to the accounting department or set you up in legal with Heidi to work on contracts. You could do billing or something. Payroll…”

      “So…I could stay at Kauffmann, but in a different department? You don’t need me to resign?”

      Suddenly, my brain comprehended what she was saying. I’d been too wrapped up in figuring out the job situation that I didn’t fully take in what that meant. “Are you saying you’re willing to give this a shot? You want to see what this is between us?”

      She hesitated for a moment, causing my lungs to fail me before she spoke again. “You haven’t been single in twelve years. Maybe you should take some time for yourself. You know…live life for once. We don’t have to rush into anything.”

      “I don’t need to take time for myself.” I looked her straight in the eyes in the hopes of convincing her. “I want you. I want the things you’ve given me since that first night at the bar. I’ve come to work excited, knowing I get to see you. I’ve gone to the pier, hoping you’d be there. My day completely turns around with one text message from you. Don’t you see? The only times I ‘live life’ is when it involves you. You said I deserve to be happy. Well, you do that for me.”

      Her cheeks burned crimson and she dropped her gaze to the floor. I placed my finger beneath her chin and made her look at me while I waited for her to answer. Finally, she said, “I don’t want to do this and then have it fall apart in days or weeks. I need to make sure it’s right.”

      “We could wait, give it time, and the possibility of it falling apart would still be there. There are no guarantees in life. If anything, the last twelve years has taught me that. You just have to go for it and see what happens. I want to see what will happen. I want a chance to be fulfilled. I want you. All of you. I’ve finally found someone who gets me, who appreciates me, who doesn’t expect anything in return. I’m not giving that up. Please. Take a leap of faith with me.”

      She stood in front of me and stared, taking shallow breaths. I could see her thinking it through, and I couldn’t recall ever being so anxious to hear words before in my life. Even if she didn’t agree with me, I’d never stop. I would keep trying until I won her over. She was all I wanted. She put a smile on my face, made my heart beat, and filled me with contentment—joy, bliss…happiness.

      “But then you won’t be my boss anymore,” she whispered with a slight grin.

      “No…but we’ll be together.”

      “What I mean is…” She placed her hand on my chest and toyed with my tie. “I’ll never be able to find out what all the fuss is about. Sneaking around in the office, stealing kisses, touches behind a closed door…all of it. How will I ever get to check that off my bucket list?” Her sly grin widened and stole the air from the room.

      “I’m sure we can figure something out.”

      “Okay,” she said on an exhale. “Let’s see where this goes.”

      I imagined this was what it felt like when a kid opened the only gift he’d wished for forever. Utter bliss. Complete elation. Pure, soul-deep exhilaration. I never wanted to let go. And I had a feeling Eden would give this to me every day. I’d gladly take it, and in return, give her the world.

      “See ya on Monday, boss.” She winked and turned around to pick up her purse.

      I grabbed her arm and pulled her into me. A giggle erupted from her chest and her eyes lit up, shining like the rays of the sun as she stared up at me with lips curled into a contagious smile. Those lips. Painted red like the night we’d met. I’d studied them so many times, watched them move as she spoke, but now, I could finally taste them. Feel them pressed against mine.

      With my palm against her cheek, I lowered my head. Slowly, as if I were afraid she’d vanish if I moved too fast. I wanted to savor the entire moment. The seconds leading up to it, the beats of my heart as they grew harsher the closer my mouth came to hers. I needed to lock it all away in my memory in the event this wasn’t real. Because this felt like a dream—just like the ones I’d had for weeks, only to wake up and realize I’d imagined it all. If this was a dream, I never wanted to wake up.

      But then her breath fanned my bottom lip, and nothing could keep me away from her. I closed my mouth over hers and shut my eyes, absorbing everything. Feeling everything. Eden wound her arms around my waist and held me to her. The heat of her palms seeped through my shirt and ignited a fire inside. It enticed me, encouraged me, until I parted her lips with mine and slipped my tongue into her mouth. She moaned and pressed herself against me until our bodies couldn’t possibly get any closer with clothes on.

      When the kiss ended, we held our foreheads together and heated the space between our faces with our humid exhales. We hadn’t done anything other than kiss, yet our breathing sounded like we’d ran a marathon.

      “Have dinner with me. Tonight. Right now. Let’s get something to eat and talk.”

      Eden sank her teeth into her bottom lip and tucked her chin.

      “None of that. You’re not allowed to hide from me anymore,” I said and waited until she met my gaze again. “What are you hungry for? We can go anywhere you want.”

      “I have to go home and change first.” Her expression fell and her eyes narrowed. “Where are you staying this weekend? You said you packed a bag and gave her until Sunday to leave the condo, so where are you going to sleep?”

      I glanced over my shoulder toward my office.

      “No. You’re not staying here, Dane. What…you plan to sleep on the floor?”

      “To be honest, I hadn’t thoroughly thought about it. I left, not caring where I’d stay. I’ll probably get a hotel room or something for a couple nights.”

      She reached for her purse and settled the strap over her shoulder. “Grab your bag. Let’s go eat dinner and talk.”

      [image: ]

      After running Eden by her apartment to change, we headed out to a small hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant. I had never been before, but Eden swore the food was authentic and the best she’d ever tasted.

      As much as I enjoyed the conversation and learning new things about her, I hated having a table between us. I finally had the freedom to touch her—even if it was only her hand—without the weight of guilt crushing me, and I couldn’t. Rather than dwell on it, knowing we had all the time in the world to touch, I absorbed as much of her as I could while eating.

      On the drive home, I kept her fingers laced with mine. I refused to sit this close to her and not hold her hand. And when we made it back to her apartment, I helped her out of the car and kissed her—right there, in her parking garage, in public for anyone to see. And I loved every fucking second of it.

      “You can’t stay?” she asked, breathless after our heated kiss.

      “I should probably go get settled into a hotel.”

      She bit her lip and glanced around before meeting my stare. “Why don’t you stay here? Get your bag and bring it upstairs.”

      I’m sure my jaw dropped and my eyes widened, but I didn’t have enough coherent thought to stop it. All my blood rushed south at the prospect of spending the night with Eden—in a completely different way than in Texas. “You’re not going to make me sleep on the couch again, are you?”

      She dropped her forehead to my chest and giggled softly.

      I knew she was nervous, could feel it in the way her body trembled against mine, so I leaned down enough to bring my lips to her ear. “Want to go for a walk on the beach?”

      “Yeah. That actually sounds nice.” She pulled her head away and tugged lightly on my tie. “But you should probably change your clothes.”

      “I have no idea what I packed. I hope I have something to wear.” I grabbed my bag from the back seat and followed her upstairs.

      Things between us became a little awkward once we made it inside. It was like we knew we were on the verge of taking a big step and it left us both anxious. Eden wasn’t the type of girl to give in easily, and I knew that. I had no intentions of rushing anything, especially since I’d literally just closed the door on a twelve-year relationship. But the sexual tension was heavy around us, and it left me rushing to change my clothes so we could finally breathe again.

      Holding her hand as we walked along the surf was surreal and freeing. I couldn’t remember the last time I held hands on the beach, feeling the sand beneath my feet and the waves crashing against my legs. I no longer felt like a lonely man wandering aimlessly. I now had someone with me, next to me, sharing things with me. Someone I cared about, who cared about me.

      We walked to the pier, which was actually closer to her place than mine, before turning around. We almost made it to her complex when the clouds above decided to shower us in rain. It was nothing new to me. Living in Florida all my life, I was used to the weather turning on a dime. The random and sudden spurts of water didn’t surprise me, but Eden acted like it was a miracle.

      She stopped walking, closed her eyes, and looked to the heavens with her arms outstretched. God, she was so fucking beautiful. I never wanted this moment to stop. I wanted to watch her like this forever. I wanted to live in her world with her, excited about rain.

      After soaking it all in, she finally looked at me again. That’s when I realized I had the biggest shit-eating grin on my face. I didn’t think I had ever felt contentment like this before in my life. Every time I thought I couldn’t be happier, Eden surprised me and showed me just how wrong I was.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” I asked, unable to wipe the grin off my face.

      “It’s raining, at night, on the beach. This is like a scene from a romance movie or something.”

      “Have you ever been kissed in the rain?”

      “I’m sure I have.” Her smile began to change.

      “Ever been kissed in the rain, at night, on the beach?”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      And there it was. The shy smile. The one that curled her lips slightly at the corners as her eyes turned downward. I loved and hated that smile. I loved that it showcased her vulnerability—it reminded me I could hurt her as much as she could me. But at the same time, I hated how insecure she seemed. She had nothing to be insecure about. Absolutely nothing.

      “Well, you should. It sounds romantic.” I smirked, knowing I was playing her.

      I wanted to make her shed the shyness, rid herself of the doubt she claimed she didn’t have. I knew she was strong; I had seen it many times before. But I wasn’t about to give in to her. I would make her bury that shit deep in the sand and show me the temptress I knew she was.

      “The rain never lasts long,” I pointed out.

      That’s all it took for her to wrap her arms around my neck. She raised herself onto her tiptoes as I held her around her waist. The moment her rain-soaked lips met mine, the sky decided to open up and downpour. But that didn’t stop us. It didn’t make us run for shelter or let go. It made us hold on tighter, kiss harder, and give in to what we had been fighting against all this time.
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      Drenched from the rain and breathless from the kiss, we clung to one another as we made our way up the beach through the wet sand to her building. While rinsing our feet off in the spigot by the pool, I had an idea. “Let’s go swimming.”

      Eden glanced at the empty deck around us and then at the pool, the light from the deep end bringing attention to the rain spattering against the surface. “Do you even have a bathing suit?”

      I grinned and kissed her forehead, tugging her body close. “No, but we’re already wet.”

      “You want to go swimming in our clothes?”

      “Why not?”

      Her lips twisted in contemplation while she stared at the empty body of water. “You know I can’t swim, so we’d pretty much just be wading in the shallow end.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      She slapped my chest and laughed, although she moved toward the steps and railing. “You can’t teach me tonight. I’m sure it’ll take a lot more than one time to learn.”

      “Don’t underestimate my abilities, Eden.”

      I followed her into the water, and as soon as we were both all the way in—clothes and all—I swept her up. Her legs instantly went around my waist and her arms wrapped around my neck. I swallowed her faint squeal with my mouth and held her close as I waded farther into the pool, only stopping when the water reached my shoulders.

      “This is how you plan to teach me?” she asked while clinging to me.

      I ran the tip of my nose along her cheek before drawing my lips to her ear. “Yeah.”

      She giggled, but as soon as her back met the side of the pool, she gasped and held her breath.

      “I want to do for you what you’ve done for me, Eden.” I watched the shimmer of the water glisten off her eyes as raindrops continued to cascade down her face. “You’ve been there for me every single time I’ve needed it, whether you meant to be or not. I just want to show you I can lift you, carry you, hold you up when you need it, too.”

      She lowered her head until her soft lips met mine, then she slowly pulled away.

      “I mean it, Eden. That night at the bar, when we first met…I went there to prolong going home. All I wanted was a beer and maybe an extra hour before facing Gabi. Then there was you, and for thirty minutes, I actually enjoyed myself. I laughed and smiled and felt something for the first time in years. Not once did I ever think there was anything wrong with me avoiding home, until I met you.”

      She shook her head, her forehead lined with confusion. “How did I…?”

      “Eden, listen to me. At the time, it wasn’t you. It could’ve been anyone—but it wasn’t. My grandma always told me there are bumps in every road, so I thought what I was going through was another bump. I thought it was normal to go through periods of rough patches, mourning the couple we used to be and waiting for things to get better to forge a new path. It’s all I knew.”

      “So what changed? What did I have to do with that?”

      “You helped me see that I deserved more. You made me want better for myself. That night in the bar, sitting there and laughing without a drink in my hand, without a worry about things going wrong…you saved me. I didn’t know it at the time. I couldn’t grasp the concept of having that feeling every day, but it was the beginning of you being there for me. Then the next day at the office, you agreed to work for me. And once again, you saved me. Like the last time, I didn’t realize it, and you didn’t do it with a purpose. It just happened.”

      “I don’t follow. How did I save you by working for you? Your company was doing fine before me.”

      I loved that she couldn’t see what she’d done for me—as a person, as a man, as a business owner. “You being my assistant allowed you to be in my life five days a week. Monday through Friday, you were there. You’d randomly ask how I was doing, if I needed anything. You’ve sat and had lunch with me—nothing but sandwiches and mundane conversations about other people in the building, gossip you heard in the halls. It’s easy with you. It’s easy to be myself—the parts of me I’d almost forgotten were there, parts that probably would’ve died without you. You make me laugh without trying, make me smile with nothing more than a look.”

      Eden slid her hands to my shoulders and pushed against me, creating space between us. Even though her legs were still locked around my waist, our bodies still connected, the distance between our torsos and faces nearly gutted me. I fought the urge to hold her closer and never let her go.

      “This is why I said I think you should spend time by yourself. Learn who you are. We don’t need to rush into anything, Dane. I’ll be here. You’ll be here. And after taking time to experience life again, if you still feel this way about me, then we can be together.”

      “Why are you so adamant about me being single? I know what I want.”

      “You’re not even listening to yourself.” Her tone was sad, not angry. Pitiful almost. Her eyes held sympathy as they regarded me, held me into her stare. There was a war waging in her, and I wanted to wave the white flag to end it. “It’s not me…you said yourself it could’ve been anyone. You were lonely and depressed, and anyone giving you attention or an ounce of their time would’ve had the same effect on you. You don’t want me. You just don’t want Gabi and the relationship you had with her.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “You made me your crutch. I was your vacation, the new scenery that took your mind off your problems at home. But what’ll happen when you no longer need a vacation? When you no longer have those same issues…when you don’t have anything to run away from anymore? Then what will I be to you? What will that leave for you and me? For us?”

      The concern in her tone, the fear and anxiety dripping from every word, suffocated me. What she said made sense, but I didn’t believe it. And I had to make her see it was nothing more than apprehension for the unknown. “Eden, you don’t give yourself enough credit. You say you were my vacation, but I don’t see it that way. You’re my salvation, my savior…my solace. You’re not some dream destination, but home. Where I want to be—not for a week, a month, or some other short-lived time period. You’re the foundation that steadies me, the walls that surround me, the roof that protects me. You’re the comfort that frees me. I don’t need to be single for however long to know this. I already do. I may have been in a relationship since the day I met you, but if you really look at it, I was single. I took care of myself, didn’t have anyone to rely on, and practically lived alone.”

      “I just don’t want you to regret this.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” With her shoulders pressed against the side of the pool, I leaned into her, relieved when she allowed me to close the gap between us. When my mouth met hers, she gave in and let me show her how I felt with my lips. It wasn’t hasty, but slow and soft. I needed her to know I wasn’t rushing this. This kiss or this life. There was no need to, because I knew in my bones this was real. No matter what her fears told her. I’d been to hell and back and now had found my heaven. My Eden.

      Her nails scratching the hairs on the back of my head sent a wave of ecstasy through me. I held her tighter and parted her lips with my tongue. My hips rolled into her, my erection pressing against her with enough force to garner a moan. She tightened her legs and began to grind against me. Her body moved like a seductress on the prowl, eliminating all thought from my brain. I didn’t care that we were in a pool, fully clothed, in plain sight for anyone peeking out their windows. The rain pelting my skin didn’t faze me. All I could focus on was Eden and the things she did to me.

      To my body.

      My heart.

      My life.

      “Take me upstairs,” she murmured into my mouth.

      I nipped her pouty bottom lip and opened my eyes, needing to see her to believe this was all real. “Are you sure? I can let you go right now and we can cool off in the pool before heading up. We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.”

      “I’m ready, Dane.”

      Her concerns about rushing things filtered into my thoughts. I couldn’t risk her doubting anything about us, and if I had to wait before taking the next step with her, I would. I’d do anything to make sure this didn’t end. However, the questions refused to surface. Between my brain and my mouth, the words vanished. Instead of slowing down to offer her time, to make sure this was what she truly desired and not merely what her body craved, I carried her to the steps. I set her down and grabbed her hand before dragging her out of the water behind me.

      The night air settled a chill over our wet skin, and without a towel to dry off with, we raced to the elevator right off the path from the pool and huddled together for warmth. I’m sure it didn’t take that long for the empty cart to make it’s way down, but it seemed like an eternity. The ride up dragged on—although I’m sure the silence filled with chattering teeth didn’t help slow down time. Nor did the anticipation of getting inside her apartment.

      We left behind a trail of water leading into her foyer, where it puddled beneath my feet as I stood with my heart in my throat. The second the door closed, Eden began to strip off her clothes, keeping her back to me. I couldn’t move. I was mesmerized by the show in front of me. The way her body stretched as she pulled her top over her head, the ink on her skin fully coming into view. I was lost in the way her hips danced while she shimmied out of her shorts, leaving her in nothing but her bra and panties. With her wet hair to one side, she peered over her shoulder and offered a confident smile.

      In an instant, I found myself tugging at my own clothes, unable to get the wet material off fast enough. I followed Eden into her room, stripping along the way and leaving articles of clothing like breadcrumbs. As I finally got my shirt over my head, Eden came out of her bathroom and set a condom on her nightstand.

      That’s when it became real.

      We were really doing this.

      This wasn’t a dream.

      I stared at the square foil packet, realizing it’d been years since I had to wear one. It brought about a sense of reality. I’d been with one person for the last twelve years. I was sixteen years old the last time I was with anyone new. It wasn’t so much insecurity of performing as it was the awareness of the situation. The thought of starting over would be enough to scare anyone—especially starting over with someone new—but it didn’t frighten me. In fact, I found myself excited by the thought. It was as though I’d been trapped, held captive in a dark cave for years…no light, no comfort. Just pain and endless gloomy days. And now I was free. Dancing in the sun, breathing in clean air for the first time.

      “Is everything okay?” Eden asked timidly, breaking me out of my thoughts.

      I met her worried stare and cupped her cheek. “Everything’s perfect.”

      “You seemed to space out there for a second. You had me nervous.”

      I slid her bra strap off her shoulder with one finger and watched the goose bumps form. She shuddered and clamped her lower lip between her teeth, suppressing her shallow gasps. I lowered my head and pressed my lips to her shoulder before snaking my tongue out and licking her damp skin. Carefully, I walked her back a few steps until she met the bed behind her. With my fingertips trailing lightly down her sides, I found her hips and guided her to the mattress.

      She readjusted herself, laying her head on a pillow, her wet hair fanning out beneath her. The soft glow of the bedside lamp highlighted her beautifully perfect body. I wanted nothing more than to stand there and stare at her all night, worshiping every line, every curve, every imperfection that made up this goddess in front of me. I would need a lifetime to gain my fill of her.

      As I crawled over her, I realized more than ever how I wanted to take my time. To drag this out for as long as I could, and spend every second memorizing everything I could about her. I started with tasting her skin, alternating between licking and kissing my way up her leg. When I made it to her inner thigh, I paused to savor the scent of her arousal, and then trailed the tip of my nose to her hipbone.

      “You’re my fresh air, Eden,” I whispered against her.

      She laced her fingers through my hair and hummed, which sent an electric current through me.

      “You’re the gentle breeze on a hot day.” I kissed her lower belly. “The warmth of a fire on a cold night.” Barely touching her skin, I grazed my lips up her abdomen to the space between her breasts. “The dreams that fill my sleep, and the moments right before I wake up, right before I open my eyes.” I crawled up her body until I could whisper into her ear while she panted softly beneath me. “You know that peaceful place between sleep and wake? When you’re conscious yet not alert? When the comfort of your dream still has you wrapped in its calming waves? You’re that place, Eden.”

      When I pulled my head away to look into her eyes, she held my face between her warm palms. Her fingernails toyed with the scruff along my jaw, which was longer than normal considering it’d been two days since I’d trimmed it. Her eyes never left mine. She lay beneath me, nearly naked, yet I couldn’t do anything but become lost in her gaze, trapped by the glowing emeralds.

      “You scare me, Dane.” Her voice trembled, but I didn’t interrupt. Instead, I let her get it all out for fear she’d lose her nerve. “You came into my life, saving me from an unwelcome advance in a bar. You listened to me when I spoke and didn’t look at me the way most men do. Maybe that’s because you’re a faithful man and you weren’t single…whatever the reason was, you treated me like a person. And then you offered me a job—you somehow saw what I was capable of and gave me the perfect opportunity to prove it. I still don’t know how you knew I was there or why you stormed into the PR department and whisked me away, but you did.”

      “So why do I scare you?” I asked with whispered words, nothing more than audible exhales against her lips.

      “Because I don’t know when you stole my heart. I don’t remember a specific moment when I made the conscious decision to give it to you. You sat with me at a bar to ward off other men, and somehow, that left me comfortable with you. I never felt like you were a stranger, but someone I’ve known my whole life, even if I didn’t really know anything about you. I woke up one morning and my heart was no longer in my chest, and I couldn’t remember the last time it belonged to me. You came in and swept me up like a hurricane. I wasn’t prepared for it, and now I’m scared of the destruction that’ll be left behind when you’re gone.”

      I silenced her with my lips, refusing to allow her to utter anything else. When her body relaxed into the mattress and her whimpers surrounded me like an erotic melody, I made my way down her neck before sitting up between her legs. With my fingers curled beneath the waistband of her panties, I locked my gaze with hers, silently asking for permission, making sure this was what she wanted. And as soon as she offered me her response—a quick nod and a slow smile—I wasted no time dragging the thin fabric down her legs and over her feet before tossing it to the floor.

      Her soft skin felt like satin beneath my hands as I ran them over her inner thighs, pausing when I made it to her center. She became putty in my hands. Her legs quivered and her breathing became slightly erratic while I traced her lips with feather-like strokes. With my middle finger, I tested the state of her arousal, sliding it through her folds just enough to feel her heat, to feel the slickness of her need, before gliding it to her hardened clit.

      My fingers remained connected to her, but I needed more, so I slipped my other hand between her back and the mattress and settled my weight on my elbow. Blindly, I found the clasp to her bra and unhooked it, careful not to scratch her skin. It immediately gave and loosened against her chest, but I couldn’t change positions in order to remove it. I didn’t want to pull my hand from the spot between her legs, nor did I want to sit up and add distance between our bodies. Luckily, I didn’t have to. Eden dragged the straps down her arms and dropped the bra over the side of the bed.

      Finally, I had her completely bare.

      I licked and teased her nipples until they were pebbled and colored a rosy pink. Her skin was creamy and soft, even when her body was covered in gooseflesh. While tending to her breasts, I continued stroking and lightly pinching her sex, causing her to buck against me and pant wildly. When I dipped a finger inside, she arched her body, as if to get closer, to silently beg me for more.

      She extended her neck, digging her head into the pillow, and closed her eyes tight. After adding a second finger, stretching her more, I dragged myself up her body until our faces were aligned. “Look at me, Eden.”

      Instead of doing as I asked, her lips parted and a long, drawn-out sigh escaped. Her hips rolled as she rode my hand, pressing her mound against my palm for friction. I curled my fingers inside her and tickled the spot along her inner wall, which earned me whimpers of desperation.

      “You want this? For me to get you off with my fingers? Make you come?” I stilled my hand and waited until her eyes shot open and found mine. “Then look at me. If this is what you want, then I need you to see me. Watch me. You need to understand that I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. I’m not leaving, Eden. I may have been your hurricane, but I won’t leave you behind. I’ll take you with me. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go. Understand?”

      I waited for her nod, and then continued my assault. With her eyes on mine, I couldn’t stop. I added more pressure against her clit and increased the pace as her core began to tighten around my fingers. Her fingernails dug into the skin on my upper arm, but I barely noticed the pinch, too focused on the way she watched me. Situated between her legs, I started to undulate my hips in time with my hand, simulating my cock thrusting inside her while I brought her pleasure.

      “Dane…” My name came out in a strained whisper, a growl wrapped in a moan.

      My dick became impossibly harder with the sound of my name rolling off her tongue in the heat of the moment. Dripping with passion, heavy with lust. I needed to be inside her, but I couldn’t stop until I watched her come apart beneath me. I needed to see her lose herself, memorize the expressions she wore when she climaxed.

      Her eyes began to roll to the back of her head as her lids closed. A soft crimson glow tinted her cheeks, adding color behind the sheen of perspiration dotting her skin. Not a trace of tension lined her brow when her lips parted, and once again, she moaned, “Dane…oh my God, Dane.”

      I couldn’t blink the entire time she came, too enthralled by the way her head tilted back, her mouth falling open. The way her body shuddered and clenched around me, refusing to let go. As the tremors began to subside, her eyes opened, her gaze lazy and seemingly unfocused. Meanwhile, I did nothing but lay between her legs and take it all in.

      When her breathing evened out enough to speak, she found me watching her and immediately launched herself at me. She wrapped her legs around my hips and locked her ankles behind me. We were connected at the mouth, the chest, the stomach, the hips…panting heavily and desperate for more.

      I grabbed the condom from the nightstand, but before I could open it, Eden took it from me. Using her teeth, she ripped it open and then proceeded to push me away enough to roll the latex over my erection. I nearly came on the spot, feeling her hand around my shaft. Her skin caressing mine. It was almost too much to bear. But then she said the magic words, and I didn’t wait a second for more.

      “I need you inside me, Dane. Now.”

      Reaching between our bodies, I gripped my cock and lined the tip up with her entrance. Her eyes captivated me as I studied the way they lit up when I pressed into her. Her lips parted just enough to gasp in pleasure, and her back arched, bringing us closer together.

      I’d never before experienced anything so perfect.

      She was made for me.

      “Are you with me?” she asked as her walls tightened, signaling her peak.

      I held my face above hers, our lips barely touching, breathing in each other’s air. “I’m here. I’m with you.” And then we both let go. I gave her all I had and took all she offered. Not once had I ever come at the same time as another. I never imagined it’d be that powerful.

      Or maybe it was simply because it was with Eden.
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      Naked, sated, and content, Eden and I lay in bed, the blankets tossed to the side, and we talked. Eden was on her stomach, her arms crossed beneath her head, facing me while I lay on my side and drew lazy circles along her back.

      “If you never found out that Gabi lied, or if she hadn’t made it all up…would you still be with her?”

      My fingers stilled. “I don’t want to talk about her right now.”

      “Just appease me, please.”

      I knew her question wasn’t out of some morbid fantasy to talk about the woman I’d just left. It was out of fear, and possibly a little insecurity. I wanted to ease her mind, but I didn’t care to discuss another woman after being intimate with her. “Eden…we’re naked. In bed. We literally just had sex. This isn’t the right time to talk about her. Or anyone for that matter. I want to enjoy this moment with you.”

      She was quiet and I noticed her attention focused across the room, not on me. I knew she wouldn’t let it go. Even if we didn’t talk about it, she’d obsess over it internally. And I couldn’t risk her withdrawing from me. Not after I finally had a taste of her.

      Dropping my head to the pillow, I gave in. “A few years ago, I tried to tell her how unhappy I was. I wanted her to know that her depression affected me, as well. If she refused to try to make things better, I didn’t know how much longer I would’ve been able to stay. But I wasn’t able to get it all out. She thought I was telling her I was leaving and lost it. She said she wouldn’t have anywhere to go if I left. She didn’t have anyone and there’d be no point in living. From that moment forward, I thought I’d never be able to leave. I resigned myself to my circumstances and my fate.”

      “And you’re not concerned about that now?”

      I hesitated, trying to think of the right words to use. “This is going to sound cold, but it’s not how I mean it. She’s not my problem anymore. Do I want her to hurt herself? Absolutely not. But I can’t consciously stay with her after knowing what she did, just to save her. For years, I thought she was broken because of what he did to her. During his trial, she tried to commit suicide. Now I realize it was nothing but her own guilt over what she did to him. I stayed through countless miserable years because I wanted to make her feel safe. I see now that I can’t and never could. She’s fucked up, and I can’t fix that. I got complacent and accepted a role. Now I know it was a role that never existed, at least not the way I believed it to. I no longer feel responsible for fulfilling that need for her.”

      She turned onto her side to face me and placed her hand on my chest. “But that didn’t answer my question. Would you still be with her now?”

      “I did answer you. But it’s not as simple as yes or no. I was miserable with her, Eden. And I’m not just saying that for your sympathy or to justify leaving her and ending up in your bed. It was like living under a raincloud…every single day. Can you imagine living like that? Never seeing the sun? Never feeling the warmth? Spending every second of every day cold and lonely? It drains you, physically kills you until you’re nothing more than a shell of the person you used to be, walking around aimlessly. I was held prisoner by obligation, and now I feel free.”

      “But you kept telling me you used to be happy.”

      “That’s because I thought I was. I thought we were because I didn’t know anything different. Until you came along and showed me what happiness really feels like. Before that, I had no clue what was missing—we’d been together since high school. I had no other relationship to compare it to. It’s more than simply feeling okay with something or someone. That’s complacency, and that’s something I never want to live with again. I can’t do it. I can’t live that way.”

      Her hand moved from my chest to my cheek, and just that simple touch was enough to soothe my soul. “It’s okay. I get it. I didn’t mean to upset you.” She traced the lines on my face before pulling her attention back to my eyes. “I’d convinced myself we’d never be together. I refused to get my hopes up anytime you talked about her or the issues you two had, and honestly, wishing things were different for you made me feel like a really horrible person. Like I would somehow be glad if your relationship failed. So I tried really hard to support you being with her. What I didn’t lie about was that I believe you deserve everything good. I meant that, and I still do.”

      “You’re good.” I grabbed her wrist and kissed her palm. “So I guess that means I deserve you. You meant that, so you need to start believing it. Stop questioning this. Stop waiting for it to fall apart…because it never will. If I’m only ever one thing…I’m devoted.”

      “What if this high we’re on goes away, and you find you’re not as content as you think you are? What if I don’t make you as happy as you think I will? Then what? Because from what I know of you, you won’t leave. You’ll stick it out and be miserable…and I can’t do that, Dane. I can’t make you stay where you don’t want to be.”

      My smile confused her, making her brow furrow, but I ignored it. “It’s not like Gabi didn’t know how I felt. It’s not like she was under this impression that everything was sunshine and rainbows. It wasn’t a secret, Eden. But she wouldn’t let me go. I don’t anticipate you being anything other than the woman in front of me right now, but in the event something happens or something changes…I know you won’t tie me down. You won’t keep me where I don’t want to be. That’s the difference.”

      “You never know.” Her lips thinned as she tried to fight off a smirk. “I could be crazy. I could chain you up in my basement and feed you cat food until you weighed three hundred pounds, and then sell you on the black market.”

      I rolled on top of her, pushing her onto her back. With my head in the crook of her neck, I blew hot air against her skin, causing her to squirm and giggle. Giving her a reprieve, I watched the light dance in her eyes. “Good luck finding a basement in Florida. And cat food? You couldn’t come up with anything else?”

      She shrugged after catching her breath. “It was the first thing that came to mind. I never claimed to be quick-witted.”

      After teasing and more tickling, I eventually settled lower on her body, my head resting against her stomach like a pillow. My fingers traced the lines of the tattoo on her side and I thought about the first time I saw it, when I first felt the need to run my fingers along the twisted tree trunk, touch the black-and-grey shading, and follow it up to the living branches at the top.

      “What does this mean?” I asked without taking my eyes off the ink.

      “My tattoo?”

      I nodded and shifted my head so I could see her.

      “It’s an old, ancient tree, Dane. Not much to explain about it.”

      “But it’s not all old and ancient. There’s vibrant life still in it. So tell me, what does it mean?”

      She blinked and tried to look away, but before I could call her attention back, her eyes found mine again. They were soft, almost sad as she explained, “People leave. They stay around until they get what they want and then they’re gone. And sometimes, they don’t even stick around at all. They just push you off on someone else, like you’re nothing but a burden they don’t care to deal with.”

      I hadn’t ever heard Eden talk like that before. I didn’t like it. She was too strong of a person to sound so broken. I almost said something, but stopped when she continued talking.

      “But I’ve learned something each time. The trunk is old, its roots deep and thick, scarred and weathered, dead looking, much like the relationships from my past. They took their toll on me—they left their scars and affected how my roots took hold, yet my tree continued to grow. But, just like life, all you have to do is look up to see the new beginning, the fresh blooms. Look back and all you see is the weathered, twisted past, but to find the beauty, you have to see it as a whole. My birth mother gave me away, and I struggled with that a lot when I was younger because I felt abandoned. But now, I understand things aren’t always black and white. It’s not one way or another. Sometimes, there are reasons for why things happen and why people leave. Their time serves a purpose, and whether they stay or go, it’s always for the better. It took me a while to see that, especially after my brother died. But I finally accepted that he was struggling here on Earth, and now he’s in a place where he doesn’t have to feel that way anymore.”

      Her words shocked me to my core, left me utterly speechless. She was only twenty-five and had already learned how to find the positives from things that seem so negative.

      “You think I look away out of insecurity. I’ve told you it’s because I’m shy. But maybe it’s neither. Maybe it’s nothing more than me protecting myself. If I let you see all of me—everything there is inside—and you leave, it’ll sting. I know I’ll get over it. I know it won’t end me, but that doesn’t mean it won’t cause irrevocable damage. I don’t want to take that chance because I refuse to give people that much power over me. I don’t care to give anyone the satisfaction of wounding me. If I don’t allow anyone in, then I shield myself from suffering. But if I give you that part of me, you could damage my heart beyond repair.”

      “And you could do the same to me,” I pointed out. I understood her need for self-preservation because a part of me felt the same way. I couldn’t explain it. I’d never really been concerned about being hurt before. Maybe that was because I never worried about Gabi breaking my heart. Even after what she did, my heart wasn’t beyond repair. I was angry, but not destroyed. There was something about Eden that made it real to me—that I could experience the devastation of a failed relationship.

      “Has anyone ever left you? Like just walked out of your life? Gotten what they wanted and left?” she asked with a hint of concern in her voice.

      “No. I can’t say I’ve ever experienced that. But I do have people in my life who should’ve walked away. They are still in my life, but they don’t truly know me. They’ve never cared to delve deeper in my life beyond the surface. To them, I’m merely a distant relative instead of their child.”

      She moved her hands to my face and began to stroke my scruff with her palms. Her eyes were full of emotion I couldn’t put my finger on. Sympathy maybe. Or possibly fear. It was hard to tell. “Do you ever want a family?”

      “Of course I do. Why?”

      She shrugged, but for once, never lost eye contact with me. “You were with Gabi for twelve years and you never got married. It took you eleven years to propose. And aside from the baby you lost…you’ve never had children. So I guess I was wondering if that was by choice or just the way it happened.”

      I didn’t want to spend my weekend discussing Gabi, but her question was reasonable. I could see why she would ask. “Honestly, it’s not that I didn’t want to get married or have kids, but I guess I never really felt like it was the right time before. Maybe, somewhere deep inside, I knew I hadn’t met the right person to share those things with.”

      She pulled on the sides of my face until our lips met. We were both as naked as the day we were born and feeling her body against mine made me hard again. I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of Eden, but I certainly didn’t want her to think that’s all I was after. So I kissed her for a minute before letting go and falling to the side. I wrapped my arm around her waist and tugged her into me, tucking her back against my chest.

      Feeling at peace with her in my arms, I spoke without thinking of the words before they were out. “We should get a place together. I’ll sell my condo, you can break your lease, and we’ll find our own place.”

      Her body stiffened and I was pretty sure she’d quit breathing. “That’s a horrible idea, Dane.”

      I couldn’t disagree with her…but I didn’t think the idea was horrible. “I just hate the thought of not having you next to me when I’m in bed. This is too comfortable to give up.”

      “There’s this thing couples do called staying over at each other’s places. We don’t have to move in together to share a bed at night.”

      “But then I can’t take care of you.”

      She wrangled out of my hold and turned to face me. “I don’t need you to take care of me. I’m perfectly capable of providing for myself. I won’t allow myself to be dependent on anyone else ever again.” Her eyes softened when she placed her hand on my shoulder and shifted until our bodies were closer. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t be together.”

      I wanted to be everything for her. It didn’t make any sense, but I did. Maybe it was because I was so used to being responsible for someone else that I didn’t know what to do if I wasn’t. I was used to going home after work and having someone be there. Even if Gabi was depressed most of the time, I knew I wasn’t going home to an empty place. The thought of being alone didn’t bother me. What bothered me was not going home to Eden. Knowing she’d be at her place and I’d be at mine. I didn’t want to be that far away from her.

      “We can split the bills right down the middle. That way it won’t be a one-way street, but I’ll still get to see you every day and sleep with you every night. You can’t leave my office and expect me to be okay only seeing you a few nights a week. I can’t go from eight hours a day, Monday through Friday, to dinners and a few sleepovers.”

      As she spoke, she gently caressed my skin with the tips of her fingers. “After my last breakup, I swore I wouldn’t live with someone else again until I was married. And it’s way too early to talk about that. So let’s just keep things the way they are, and we’ll figure the rest out. Normal people don’t leave their fiancée, go home with their assistant, and then move in together all in one day.”

      My grandmother always told me you’d know when you find the right person. She said she just knew when she met my grandfather that he was the one. It really didn’t make any sense to me until Eden. I thought Gabi was the one. I tried desperately to believe that, but spending five seconds with Eden made me question everything, and I suddenly understood what Grans was talking about. I knew I’d marry Eden. And for the first time in my life, the thought of waiting burned a hole in my chest.

      “I just don’t want to spend a night without you,” I pleaded, hoping I’d wear her down.

      “I think you’ve been in a relationship for too long and you don’t know how to be by yourself. That’s what scares me, if I’m being honest.” She licked her lips and glanced down at her fingers, mindlessly scratching my jaw. “Actually, if I’m really being honest, the thought has crossed my mind that you’re using me as a replacement for Gabi. I’m worried that during this transitional time in her life, I’m filling a void, occupying a space that rightfully belongs to her.”

      I leaned away and regarded her as if I could draw out the answers to my unasked questions without either of us ever speaking a word. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      “No, Dane, I’m not. You told me yesterday how you’d made up your mind on the way home from Texas. You got home and you were going to leave her. But then she picked a fight and you ended up staying. In that same conversation, you tried to convince me—and probably yourself—that it was the right decision. Less than twenty-four hours later, you come to work with a bag packed after walking out on her. I get why you did it. I’m not saying I blame you. But look at this from my perspective. You didn’t want to be with me enough to leave. And now that you’ve finally ended things—not because you chose to, but because of something she did—now you want me. I know that’s not what happened. I can see it in your eyes, and I’ve always seen it when you look at me…but it makes me feel like I wasn’t chosen. Like had you not found out she’d lied, you wouldn’t be here. You’d still be with her. And now that you’re not, you came to me…the placeholder.”

      I leaned into her, slightly hovering with my face so close to hers I could feel her exhales on my chin. “Listen, Eden…I need you to understand—”

      “No.” She covered my lips with her fingers, cutting me off. “I do understand. I know the situation you were in and the reasons for your choices. I get it. I also know the way you look at me…the way you make me feel when I’m around you. I see the smile on your face when we’re together and the absence of light in your eyes when you talk about her. Trust me…I do understand. But even though I know the truth, it doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “What would make you feel better?”

      “Time. That’s it. Day by day, just prove to me you’re not going anywhere.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do, Eden. But you won’t let me.”

      “Shacking up together doesn’t prove you won’t leave. You were living with Gabi, yet you walked out the door this morning. I lived with my ex, but that didn’t stop him from kicking me out and moving in his new girl. We can ease into this, Dane. It would be best for everyone involved.”

      I nodded, realizing what she meant. Wanting to live with her was selfish. It was nothing more than me craving to be with her every day, regardless of how ridiculous that idea was. Eden needed proof, so that’s what I’d give her. I’d give her time and show her with actions what she meant to me.

      “I’m sorry.” I kissed her forehead and settled into the mattress with my arm slung over her hip. “I’ve never been an impatient person. My whole life has been about business—offering what I have to those who could benefit from it, while taking pleasure in knowing I was able to help. It was the same with Gabi. I honestly don’t remember the last time I had a personal life. One that didn’t involve business decisions. I’m not used to sitting back and waiting for things to happen.”

      “That’s not true. You sat back and waited for Gabi to come around.”

      I hated that she saw my relationship that way. Because that’s not how I saw it. “Actually, Gabi was more like the pot of water that refused to boil. So figuratively speaking, I put her on the back burner while I went on with business. Yes, I did wait for her to come around, but I continued to live. Even if it was mundane and played on repeat. I woke up, went to work to put out fires, and then went home to clean up messes. I kept to myself and survived the only way I knew how.”

      “That sounds lonely.” Her voice was soft and sad.

      I didn’t want her to be sad. “It was, but ever since I met you, I haven’t been. You brought me back to life, Eden. It’s like I had flatlined, and now that I’m awake and can appreciate each day, I want to live every one to the fullest. I don’t want to waste a day without you. I know you think I’m insane for wanting to ‘shack up’ with you and you think it’s too early or rushed or that I’m doing it because I’m not used to being alone. But that’s not true. It’s because I finally feel alive and have a deep desire to live.”

      She giggled and it was music to my ears. “Well, if we’re going with the ‘back from the dead’ metaphor… No one can wake up after being in a coma for a decade, hop out of bed, and then run a marathon. You need to learn to walk again. So think of this period as you adjusting to life. I’m still here, Dane. I’m not going anywhere. You don’t have to lock me down for fear I won’t last. Don’t hold onto me like I’m your last hope—just hold my hand and we’ll take nice, slow steps until we’re ready for that marathon.”

      “Slow steps?” I laughed and ran my hand over her bare ass.

      “From here on out,” she said and rolled her eyes. “No moving in together anytime soon, and definitely no diamond rings or chapels or little pink plus signs. Okay?”

      I drew her leg over my hip, my erection flush with her folds. “Well, if we’re taking a water break at the sex station, then I might as well get my fill.” I wagged my brows at her, making her giggle.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me on top of her. “Fill ‘er up, Dane.”

      I dropped my face to the crook of her neck and laughed, our bodies shaking with humor. “You’re right…you’re not very quick-witted.”
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      Waking up with Eden in my arms was surreal. It was better than any dream I’d ever had of her, and the best night of sleep I’d had in forever.

      Before kissing me, Eden excused herself to the bathroom. I used the time to get dressed and check my phone. I’d left it in the pocket of my work pants when we changed for the beach last night, and it was on vibrate. So if anyone had called, I wouldn’t have known.

      I had several missed calls from Gabi, and she’d left one voice message. There were other missed calls from a local number around one this morning, but no messages were left. I assumed Gabi had gone to a hotel or something and used the phone from there to try to get ahold of me. I didn’t want to listen to her message, but just because I’d walked out on her didn’t mean I no longer cared about her well-being.

      So I listened.

      I made it about halfway through, hearing her cry and beg me to come back to talk, before I deleted it. It was enough to know she wasn’t in danger, but I didn’t care to hear the rest. Eden came out of the bathroom with a robe covering her body as I set my phone on the charger.

      “Everything okay?”

      I glanced at her and immediately felt the weight vanish. My cheeks burned with the smile taking hold of my lips, and I knew it was all because of her. “How in the world do you know when something is off? Do I scowl or something?”

      Her eyes flitted around the room while a faint blush colored her cheeks. “No. I can’t explain it…it’s just in your demeanor. Like you’re quiet or something.” She shook her head, shrugged a little, and smiled. “I don’t know, Dane. But tell me, what’s going on?”

      I pressed my lips to her forehead and moved toward the bathroom with my bag in hand. “It’s nothing. I was just checking my voicemail.”

      Understanding softened her gaze. “Gabi? Is she okay?”

      Eden amazed me. Even now, after everything, she still worried about Gabi—maybe she worried about how it affected me, but still, it was concern nonetheless. “Yes. She’s fine. She left a message, crying about needing to talk, and I deleted it. Now, enough of her for the remainder of the weekend.”

      We both got dressed and went for a walk on the beach. It was hot and crowded, so we didn’t last long before heading back up. Eden offered to make sandwiches for lunch, but I wanted to take her out. In the end, we settled on take-out to eat on the couch while watching a movie.

      I grabbed my phone from the charger to order food and noticed more missed calls from a local number, but still no messages. I shook it off, assuming it was Gabi calling again in the hopes I’d answer. But as soon as I went to look up menus, my phone vibrated in my hand. Another local number, similar to the others.

      Against my better judgment, I answered.

      “May I speak with Dane Kauffmann, please?” a woman with a soft tone asked.

      I cleared my throat, instantly nervous, and said, “This is Dane.”

      “Hi, Dane, my name is Tricia McDonald, and I’m with Southwest Regional Hospital. I’m calling about a patient, Gabriella Rios, who has you listed as her emergency contact. At this time, I’m unable to discuss any information with you over the phone, but if you can come down, we can fill you in.”

      I ran my hand over my face and groaned inwardly. As soon as she said she was from the hospital, I knew it was Gabi, and deep down, I struggled with what to do. I couldn’t help but believe this was just another cry for help to get me to listen to her. When it came to Gabi, I didn’t know what to believe anymore. I opened my eyes and found Eden standing in the doorway to her bedroom, watching me with sad eyes.

      “How serious is it?” I asked while holding Eden’s stare.

      “We’ve stabilized her, but we can’t do anything else without authorization and insurance information. We need you to come here in order to discuss the incident and treatment options in person before we can do anything else.”

      “Is this life or death?” I knew my words sounded cold, callous, but I couldn’t help it. Gabi had strung me along for years with a lie. It’d been one attention-grabbing situation after another, and I couldn’t help but think it’d all been fabricated. Everything. I didn’t want to go running to her like I had done for more than ten years of my life, but at the same time, I struggled with completely turning my back on her.

      “Well, sir…it was touch and go there for a bit, and right now we do have her stabilized, but this is an urgent matter.”

      “I’m only asking because Gabi and I are no longer together. Her next of kin would be her mother. Not me. Have you tried to get ahold of her?”

      There was a pause of hesitation before she said, “We actually don’t have that information on file. Should we look into finding someone else to contact?”

      Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, I sighed and dropped my head into my hand. “No. I’ll be there.”

      When I disconnected the call, Eden sat next to me and put her arm around my shoulder, offering the kind of comfort I needed. “What’s going on? Who was on the phone?”

      “That was the hospital. Gabi’s there.”

      She gasped, but didn’t waste any time questioning it. “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know. They said they couldn’t discuss it over the phone and I have to go down there to authorize treatment. I’m assuming she took pills or something, but I have no idea.”

      “Do you need me to go with you?”

      I turned my head to the side to look at her. I knew this was something I had to take care of on my own, but the simple fact she’d offered to support me, to be there for me, was more than I could bear. No one had done that for me since Gabi when my grandmother died, and I didn’t realize how badly I’d needed the offer until now. “No, but I appreciate you asking. More than you know, Eden. It really means a lot that you’d be there for me.”

      She tried to smile, but it fell flat. “I’m always here for you, Dane.”

      I cleared the emotion from my throat and stood. “I’m going to try to get ahold of her mom first, but if I can’t reach her, I’ll have to go to the hospital. I don’t know how long I’ll be, but I’ll be back.” I leaned over and pressed my lips to her forehead. “Nothing’s going to take this weekend away from us.”
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      The only number I had for Gabi’s mom was disconnected. There was no telling how old the number was, considering it’d been years since I had any reason to contact her. In a last-ditch attempt to reach her, I called Janette and asked if she could locate her for me, or at least find a working number.

      Within five minutes, she returned my call with an address.

      It was on the way to the hospital, so I left Eden’s apartment and swung by the address Janette had provided, hoping Gabi’s mom would be home. As much as I wanted to help Gabi, I refused to let her drag me back down to the depths of despair I’d only just begun to climb out of.

      She needed help.

      But it didn’t have to come from me.

      My heart raced, pounding against my sternum as I pulled into the driveway. I had no idea what I was about to walk into, but I knew I couldn’t back down. This was Gabi’s mother. At some point, she’d have to start acting like one. They had problems and Marie had a lot to do with Gabi’s depression, but at some point, I had to wash my hands of them both. If that meant pushing her in Gabi’s direction now, then that was what I had to do.

      The front door opened slowly after only knocking once. The woman in front of me looked nothing like I remembered. Marie was always put together, never a hair out of place. This version paled in comparison. She wore her hair in an unruly bun, slightly greasy as if she hadn’t washed it in a few days. Glasses sat low on the bridge of her nose, yet they did nothing to hide the dark bags beneath her eyes. It made me wonder if this was what Gabi would look like in twenty years.

      “Dane…” Her eyes widened in surprise, but worry shone bright. “What’s going on? Is everything okay? Where’s Gabriella?”

      “That’s actually why I’m here. She’s in the hospital, and I think you should be the one to go take care of it.” I winced as I finished my sentence, realizing how cruel and emotionless I sounded.

      “The hospital? Why? What happened to her?” Marie quickly stepped outside, frantic over the news. At least she was concerned for her daughter, despite the years of distance and avoidance.

      “I don’t know. I just got the call about half an hour ago. I’m assuming she tried to hurt herself again, but I don’t know for sure.”

      “Why don’t you know? Why haven’t you been there? She doesn’t need to be alone, Dane!”

      I took a step away, unable to deal with a lecture from her of all people. “We’re not together anymore. It’s not my job to coddle her when she does things like this for attention.”

      “How can you be so heartless? She loves you! She needs you!”

      “No.” My voice was so deep I barely recognized it. I leaned into her and pointed my finger in her face, doing all I could to rein in my temper. “She needs help. Help I can’t give her. I think it’s about time you deal with whatever it is you’ve got going on, whatever has kept you two apart all these years, and go be there for your daughter.”

      “I have tried, Dane!” She raised her voice, but it didn’t hide the pain in her tone. Nor did it stop the tears from filling her eyes. “She wants nothing to do with me, and I can’t blame her. I put other things before her when she was young, thinking it was for the best, but it wasn’t. It all fell to pieces, and in the end, I was left with nothing but regret.”

      I held my hand up to stop her. “This is between the two of you. Not me. I’m not a part of this anymore. I only came here to let you know she’s in the hospital and needs next of kin to give them permission to continue treatment. She needs it.”

      “You know, don’t you?” Tears fell in waves down her cheeks, and instantly, I understood what she meant. “Did she tell you?”

      “You knew? You knew Sean never raped her and never said anything? You never did anything about it?” I huffed and shook my head, retreating a step. “You both need help. You’re both fucked up in the head.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “That she made the whole thing up. She lied about being raped and put an innocent man in prison because of it. He served time for something he didn’t do and then ended up taking his own life because of it. I walked out after that.”

      “So she didn’t tell you everything,” Marie replied, sorrow filling her tone.

      “What more is there to know? I don’t need to know anything else.”

      “I’m assuming she told you Sean didn’t rape her, which is true. And I hate what that lie did to him, to Gabriella, and to me. What it did to our relationship. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t raped.”

      I was stunned into silence. My head grew heavy as the earth began to tilt. I had to force myself to take in enough oxygen to keep from passing out. I didn’t want to believe her. Gabi had confessed the truth, and I wanted to believe this was just another lie to keep me by Gabi’s side. But there was something in Marie’s eyes, in her tone, in the way her bottom lip quivered that told me that wasn’t the case.

      “She was raped, Dane. It just wasn’t Sean.”

      Bile rose up the back of my throat and I had to hold onto the wall beside me to keep from falling over. I didn’t know how much more I could handle, and wasn’t sure I could keep listening. But she had my attention. “And how do you know this?” I asked carefully.

      She was hesitant as she stood there and wiped the tears from her chin. I wanted to scream, shake her, something to get her to answer me. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything other than stare at her and ignore the ringing in my ears.

      “Because she came to me after the first time it happened.”

      The ringing in my ears grew louder and only made the pressure in my head worse. I bared my teeth and clenched my fists, refraining from physically lashing out at this woman. My words were clipped as I angrily gritted out, “The first time? How many times was she raped?”

      She shook her head while staring at the ground. I took a step until we were toe to toe and repeated my question. The vicious tone I used caused her to flinch. She finally looked up and admitted, “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? She came to you—her mother—and told you someone had taken advantage of her against her will, and you don’t know how many times it happened? What did you do about it?”

      “Nothing,” she answered in a breath of air so quiet I almost didn’t hear it. I had to have misunderstood her. But somewhere deep inside, I knew I hadn’t. I was so angry I could have punched a wall. I wanted to strangle Marie. Pure, uncontrolled rage burned in my chest, and I knew if I didn’t step away from her, I would’ve done something I’d never be able to take back.

      In a low tone, to prevent her neighbors from overhearing, I asked, “What kind of mother knows her daughter is being abused and doesn’t do anything about it? What kind of human being does that?” My words were slow, cautious, and heavy with disgust.

      “I know, and that’s something I’ve had to live with. It’s something I’ll always have to live with. I let my daughter, my only child, down when she needed me the most, and nothing will ever make that go away. I wish I could go back and change it, but I can’t. I made a decision that I thought was best, but it wasn’t.”

      “How in the hell could you possibly think doing nothing about it was for the best?”

      “Gabriella came to me right after I married Peter. We had only lived there for about a month or two. She said her stepbrother made her feel uncomfortable. I kept telling her to give Todd a chance. It was difficult because he was so much older than her. She was fifteen and he was twenty-three. But we were a joined family and I wanted her to have a relationship with Peter’s son.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. My throat burned with the vomit that threatened to come up. I couldn’t even look at her. I turned away and braced myself against the wall with my hand on my knee, hoping to calm down. I knew I hadn’t heard the worst of it, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to handle more.

      “It was a few months after that I noticed she didn’t want to leave her room. She didn’t want to be around anyone and stopped talking. She had always been a bit of a shy child. I don’t know if she’s ever talked to you about it, but we used to live in shelters before I married Peter. We bounced around from homeless shelters to boarding houses, the streets, and state facilities, before we finally moved here. Peter saved us; he really did. So I just thought she was having a hard time adjusting to actually having a home. We weren’t used to having all the things Peter provided.”

      I growled through gritted teeth, not giving two shits about the life they used to have.

      She took a deep breath and continued. “I finally asked her one night what was going on with her. It took her a little bit, but she finally admitted it to me. She said Todd came into her room one night and…” Marie couldn’t finish her sentence, and I didn’t need her to.

      I whipped around so fast it made Marie stumble back a step. “She confided in you and you didn’t do anything about it?”

      “What could I do?” she cried, tears running down her face.

      “Call the fucking police! Shoot him. Cut off his dick!”

      “And go back to the shelter?”

      I couldn’t believe what I heard come out of her mouth. “That’s what you were so fucking worried about? Being homeless?” Oxygen wouldn’t reach my lungs and I started to feel lightheaded. The anger had consumed me. My entire body shook uncontrollably until I leaned forward, bracing my hands on my knees, and took a deep breath. When the wave passed, I stared her right in the eyes and said, “You allowed your daughter to get raped at the age of fifteen by a twenty-three-year-old, and all you worried about was where you’d live. You fucking disgust me.”

      Unable to listen to her anymore, or even look at her, I turned toward the driveway. I needed to get out of there. I decided I’d be the one to go see about Gabi and get her the help she needed, especially after hearing Marie’s confession. She admitted to not doing right by Gabi once, and I wouldn’t allow that to happen again. The anger and hatred I’d felt toward Gabi was now sheer pain and sympathy. My heart literally hurt for her.

      But Marie followed me, begging me to listen. “It’s not like I didn’t do anything. I asked Todd about it and he said it wasn’t true. I thought maybe Gabriella was making it all up because she didn’t want to live there anymore. I didn’t want to leave and have nowhere to go if it wasn’t true.”

      Reaching the hood of my car, I turned around. “Did you think he’d admit it? Did you really think if you asked him if he raped your daughter, he’d say yes?”

      She hesitated. And it proved to be the longest few seconds of my life. “I didn’t know what else to do. She never mentioned it again, so I thought she made it up.”

      “When did you know she was telling the truth?” I barely got the question out. I didn’t want to ask, nor did I want the answer. But since I’d heard this much, I needed to know the rest. I couldn’t continue to live with only part of the story.

      “Just after she turned seventeen, she came to me and said she was pregnant.”

      I thought about it. We were dating when she turned seventeen. We’d been having sex, but I always wore a condom. I felt as if I were holding my breath, waiting for her to keep talking. So many thoughts ran through my head, and I couldn’t keep any of them straight. I never knew she was pregnant, and I couldn’t understand why she never told me. Unless it wasn’t mine…but it could’ve been mine.

      “I thought my life was falling apart. I never wanted my daughter to end up like me—pregnant in high school. I told her you needed to step up and do the right thing, whatever that may have been. But she admitted it wasn’t yours. I thought she was saying she had cheated on you and that’s why she came to me about it. I wasn’t expecting her to tell me it was Todd’s. I didn’t believe her at first. But then she said it had been going on since the first time she came to me about it. I wanted to kill him, I honestly did. But instead, I went to Peter. I told him what had happened, and he demanded she get an abortion. I didn’t question it. I didn’t think anything of it. I just figured it was in the best interest of Gabriella if she got one.”

      “You’re a fucking idiot,” I spewed. “He wanted it aborted so there wouldn’t be any evidence of rape. How did you not see that? How could you be so fucking blind?” My rage took over again and I was back in her face.

      She began to cry harder, her words practically incoherent. “I didn’t know what to do. Part of me thought she only said it was rape because she didn’t want to be in trouble, or maybe she was scared of you finding out. Her being pregnant with his baby only meant they’d had sex…it didn’t necessarily mean it was against her will. I thought…I thought I would’ve known if Todd was abusing her. I would’ve heard her cry for help. I mean, she never said anything else about it after the first time.”

      “Why do you think that is, Marie? You didn’t do anything to fucking protect her!” I no longer cared if the neighbors heard. I almost wanted them to hear, to know what a piece of shit they had living next to them.

      “I thought if I said something to Peter, he would figure it out. But all he did was tell me to have the pregnancy terminated. So I did. He said he’d deal with Todd. I didn’t know what he was going to do, but he talked to him and said he took care of it. Things were fine for a few weeks so again, I thought it was all a lie. It wasn’t until…” She trailed off and buried her face in her hands, wailing and sobbing uncontrollably.

      I had no patience by that point. My voice couldn’t be calmed and my anger couldn’t have been tamed. I felt like a madman on the loose. My hands shook by my sides as I tried to keep from throttling her. I hated her. I hated what she did to Gabi, what she did to the innocent man who went to jail, and ultimately, what she did to me—she’d robbed every one of us of a normal life. She was a fucking monster, and I suddenly realized why Gabi had stayed away for so long. I only wished Gabi had come to me with the truth. None of what had happened over the last ten years would have taken place had I known.

      “Until what, Marie. Spit it the fuck out already!”

      People began to come out of their homes, standing in their yards and staring at the two of us in her driveway.

      “The night when she was taken to the hospital,” she finally finished her sentence. “He…Todd…he um, was extremely angry over the whole thing. He was pissed that his dad found out, and even more irate that Gabriella got pregnant. He was on something that night—not really sure what. We were in bed when he came home and then I was awoken by the screams. I didn’t get there in time. He was already gone by the time she started screaming.

      “I found her in the bathroom on the floor. There was a lot of blood…everywhere.” Her voice grew really quiet and I had to get closer to hear her. I needed to make sure I didn’t misunderstand anything. “He made sure she couldn’t get pregnant that time. Oh God, Dane. There was blood everywhere. And she was just curled up on the floor with it smeared all over the backs of her legs and….” Her sobs filled every painstaking word. “Peter was there. I begged him to call the paramedics while I sat with her. But when he did, he told the cops it was the neighbor. It wasn’t me or Gabriella that did that. It was Peter. And we had to go along with it.”

      “No you didn’t.” I wanted to yell. I wanted to scream. But I couldn’t. My chest was so tight I couldn’t get a deep enough breath to even raise my voice above a throaty growl. “You didn’t have to go along with him. You could’ve come forward with the truth. You could have shown Gabi how to stand up for herself. You didn’t have to ruin a young man’s life. And in the end, you’ve ruined your daughter’s life. She’s lived with this for years. You were too damn scared to be homeless, and in the end, the bastard gave everything to his son anyway. In the end, you ended up alone without a roof over your head regardless of what you did or didn’t do. You sold your own flesh and blood out for nothing. Fucking. Nothing!”

      “I know. Don’t you think I know what I’ve done? Don’t you think I’m paying for it and that I regret it every single day? My daughter has battled depression ever since then, and even tried to take her own life. That’s probably why she’s at the hospital now. Don’t you think I feel that blame? I feel it every day of my life.”

      Suddenly, my own guilt set in. Gabi had begged for me to give her a chance to explain, but I didn’t let her. I walked away without ever asking her why she lied. If I had taken one second over the last eleven years to even think about the first time we had sex, I probably would have known. I would have been able to at least guess that she wasn’t a virgin when she said she was. There was no blood and she wasn’t overly tight. She was incredibly nervous, as was I, but I just assumed that was because it was her virginity. But it wasn’t. She hadn’t been a virgin when we first had sex. She’d been repeatedly raped for a year by that point, and I had no clue. I didn’t see it in her eyes when we were intimate, but thinking back on those early days, it became clear. The fear in her eyes was the same both before and after the incident. The shakiness that I assumed was nerves were the same before and after. I was the blind one. I’d let her down, and I continued to let her down. All those years I thought I was the one protecting her…I wasn’t. I was never able to protect her the way she needed someone to.

      But I would.

      I would make sure she knew someone was looking out for her.

      “Go to the hospital,” I told Marie, leaving no room for questioning. “She needs someone there. Go there and make sure she gets all the help she needs. Now and when she’s discharged. She probably doesn’t want to see you—and I don’t blame her, because I never want to see your face again, either. So sit in the waiting room, don’t let her know you’re there, do whatever you have to, but make sure she gets help. You both need it.”

      I turned around and walked away, leaving Marie and her fucked-up life behind me while I went to take care of something that should have been dealt with twelve years ago.
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      Nothing looked the same as I made my way down Gabi’s old street. I’d been to the house plenty of times when we were in high school, when I used to pick her up for dates or to hang out. She never allowed me to come inside, though. At the time, I had brushed it off and assumed she was embarrassed about it since my house was so much bigger. It never bothered me, and I never thought twice about it until now. Until I found myself driving down the same street with the knowledge of what truly happened under that roof. It did nothing but fill me with more rage.

      Before I even made it to the driveway, I saw him outside. He was working under the hood of a car. I came to an abrupt stop and parked on the side of the road before finding myself running in his direction. He never heard me coming up on him. My knuckles slammed against the back of his skull and I could literally hear his forehead bounce off the engine with a sickening thud.

      He grabbed the front of the car and cursed before righting himself and facing me. He took a look at me and then cocked his arm to swing. Instead of hitting me, he stumbled, off balance from hitting his head. Blood gushed down his face, impeding his vision, but I didn’t show him any sympathy, nor did I give him time to get his bearings straight before my fist connected with his jaw, knocking him into the car. I didn’t stop there. When he fell to the driveway, I continued to land punch after punch to his face.

      I felt a pop and heard cracks as my fist met his nose. Blood flowed, and I couldn’t tell if it came from his mouth or from his obviously broken nose. “You motherfucker!” I shouted at him as I continued to assault him. “Fucking rapist. You get off by touching little girls, you asshole?” The only thing that saved him from being sent straight to hell right then and there were the men that came running to his aid.

      They yanked me off him, but it wasn’t easy. I didn’t relent without a struggle. There were two of them, and they were rather scrawny. I elbowed one in the face to get him off me, and he went down immediately. The other hightailed it as I stared him down. I’m sure I looked like a crazed lunatic.

      As soon as they were gone, I went back to Todd. I stood there and watched as he gagged and coughed on his own blood. After the slight satisfaction, I dragged him up by the front of his shirt and slammed him against the engine, leaning over him. He could barely open one of his eyes, but I made sure he heard every word I spat at him.

      “You’re a fucking piece of shit. You don’t deserve to live after what you did to her.”

      “You can’t prove anything,” he muttered between his gasps for air.

      I grabbed his face, digging my fingers and thumb into his cheeks, and got close to his ear so he would hear everything I had to say. “When I’m finished with you, you’ll be begging the law to take you away. You’ll be praying they lock you up.” I searched the ground and noticed the metal pipe for his hydraulic carjack laying on the cement. I let him go long enough to pick it up.

      He began to cry like the spineless piece of shit he was.

      “Did Gabi cry like this when you’d come into her room and rape her? Did she beg you to stop? Because that’s what you’re going to do now. You’re going to beg me. But I’m not going to listen. I’m going to do to you what you did to Gabi. I’m going to shove this pipe up your ass so hard it’ll come out of your throat.” My voice was thick and strained as I growled in his ear, swiping the pipe along his jaw.

      He cried harder and actually began to beg. I wondered if Gabi crossed his mind during any of this. If he thought about how much she probably begged him to stop just before he took everything from her. I wondered if the images of her bleeding all over the bathroom floor flooded his mind at the thought of me doing the same to him.

      Rage consumed me and all I could think about was degrading him, violating him the way he had done to an innocent girl. And then I thought about beating the life out of him with the same pipe I’d use to tear him open. I wanted him dead. He needed to know exactly how it felt for Gabi, and then I wanted to kill him. He didn’t deserve to live after what he’d done.

      “I was a kid. I was fucked up on shit. Please, don’t do this,” he pleaded.

      “She was a kid, motherfucker!”

      “I’ve had to live with it. I’ve regretted it since it happened. I was fucked up.”

      I held him by his throat, cutting off his windpipe. “She’s had to live with it. She had to have an abortion because of you. She was hospitalized after you left her to bleed all over herself. You don’t deserve mercy. You don’t even deserve death, but that’s what you’re going to get.”

      Before I could do anything else, sirens grew closer, followed by the screeching of tires. I didn’t move off him until there were four men, all aiming their guns directly at me.

      “Put down the weapon,” one ordered.

      “You’re fucking lucky,” I whispered to him as I threw the pipe to the side, away from me.

      Within seconds, I was tackled and cuffed. They patted me down, but didn’t find anything on me. Paramedics arrived just as I was being lifted from the ground. The officers that escorted me to the back of the cruiser asked me questions, but I didn’t answer any of them. I was still in a rage-filled haze and couldn’t think straight. Once I was seated in the back of the patrol car, I looked down and noticed the blood that splattered my pants. I’d never had someone else’s blood on me before. I had never even thrown a punch before. It was a little scary at how mad I’d become while attacking him. It was a terrifying thought that I could do something like that with my bare hands, but I didn’t regret it, though.

      The drive to the station went by in a blur. It felt like I blinked and was there. I knew I needed to call Janette so she could handle the situation, but I’d never been arrested before, so I didn’t know what the protocol was for requesting a phone call. You see scenes in movies about being allowed a phone call, but I had no idea if that actually happened.

      Since starting Kauffmann Investments, I’d been in the news plenty of times, but never in a negative light. It was something I was very proud of. Anytime Kauffmann was mentioned, it was always for something positive. My donations to various charities, fundraisers I’d attended, what I’d done for struggling businesses. Never anything bad, not even a rumor. But even I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep something like this from getting out. Janette was paid well for what she did, and this would definitely be a test of her PR skills.

      I was taken inside and fingerprinted. They took my mug shot and then led me to a holding cell with other criminals. I had no idea in what order it all happened; all I knew was my life had just taken another turn, and I had no idea where I was headed.

      When I was finally given the chance to make my obligatory phone call, I knew exactly who to contact.

      “What the hell did you do?” Janette asked in a tone I’d never heard before.

      “Just get someone from legal here. Please.” My monotone was unfamiliar, as well. “And I need you to reach Eden. Tell her I’ll explain everything after my arraignment on Monday. Tell her I’ll see her at the office.”

      “You’re in jail, and that’s what you’re concerned about? Your assistant? Should I call Gabi, too?”

      I sighed and ignored the officer trying to rush me off the phone. “No. This is actually because of Gabi. I’ll have the lawyer tell you everything. But please, make sure Eden knows. I don’t want her thinking I left.”

      The call ended and I waited for my lawyer to show up. When he finally did, we were taken to a room for privacy. He explained the charges I faced and the possible outcome. The only thing I cared about was getting back to Eden, but that would be a while. Since it was a Friday, and with this being a criminal charge, I had to wait until Monday for arraignment. So, I’d have to spend the weekend in the holding cell.

      The time went by at a snail’s pace. My thoughts wandered back and forth between Gabi and Eden. I had plenty of time to contemplate what I should do once I got out. I knew I wanted to be with Eden, but I also knew Gabi shouldn’t be with her mother. Not after what she told me. She allowed vicious and horrible things to happen to her own daughter, and should not be trusted with a second chance. But I was worried that Gabi didn’t have anywhere else to go. There was no right thing to do. Eden wouldn’t understand my need to protect Gabi, and Gabi wouldn’t understand my feelings for Eden.

      For the first time in as long as I could remember, I cried. I curled up in the corner and quietly let the tears fall for Gabi. They leaked out as I thought about the girl who had no one. As much as I tried to protect her, I hadn’t done a good job of it. It had all happened under my nose, while we were together, and I hadn’t stopped it. She’d gone through an abortion and never told me. I had always known something was wrong, but I never pushed her to confide in me. I should have pushed. I believed she trusted me. But maybe she thought I wouldn’t have done anything. If her own mother didn’t, maybe she expected the same from me.

      [image: ]

      “I don’t understand. So nothing’s going to happen to me?” I asked as my lawyer escorted me to his car in the parking lot of the jailhouse on Sunday morning. I was confused and the lack of sleep from two nights in a holding cell didn’t help matters.

      “The district attorney said there’s not enough to go after you. All they have are the statements from the cops saying they found you on top of the guy with a pipe in your hand. But since none of his injuries were caused from the pipe, and he walked away with a broken nose and a minor concussion, their hands are tied. As of right now, the guy you decided to use as a punching bag has decided to not press charges, and the other men have suddenly forgotten what they saw,” he explained as we made our way over to the impound lot to get my car. “You got lucky, though. The DA just happened to have been in this weekend dealing with a major case. Had he not been there, you would’ve been stuck inside even longer.”

      “So what does this mean for me?”

      “It means keep your nose clean and don’t talk to anyone but your legal team about this. No commenting on reports or answering questions.”

      “Is there a chance they could charge me with something later?”

      “From what I’ve been told, this Todd guy refuses to cooperate with the prosecution. It also helps that you are a stand-up guy in the community and have no prior record. Todd, on the other hand, has a rap sheet a mile long. Someone upstairs is looking out for you. I don’t know who, but you have an angel on your side.”

      I nodded and got out as soon as we pulled into the lot.

      Once I got my car, I grabbed my phone from the cup holder where I’d left it and plugged it in. The screen lit up with missed calls and messages. I bypassed those and immediately called Eden, not bothering to read or listen to the ones she’d left.

      She answered on the third ring, groggy and sounding as if I’d woken her up. “Where have you been?”

      I sighed, every emotion known to man hitting me all at once. However, the most prominent one was irritation. It was clear Janette hadn’t informed her where I was or what had gone on since I’d left her apartment. “I was just released from jail.”

      “Jail?” Her voice went up a few octaves, no longer weighted down with sleep. “Why? What happened?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it when I get there, but I have to go home and shower first. I stink. Will you be home?” I was relieved to hear her voice, although slightly frustrated that I had to wait to hold her in my arms. This weekend was supposed to be ours, and I’d wasted most of it in a holding cell.

      “Yeah. I’ll be here. Just tell me one thing. Is everything all right?”

      “Everything is fine. I promise.” With that, I disconnected the call and proceeded to play the voicemails as I left the impound lot.

      The first was from Marie. Apparently, Gabi wasn’t willing to see her—and I didn’t blame her now that I knew the truth. She couldn’t do much and had suggested I head to the hospital to take care of things. The next one was from Dr. Greiner. He suggested I visit the hospital to discuss the next steps of Gabi’s treatment. I didn’t want to go, but I knew at some point, I’d have to. All I could think about was going home, taking a shower, changing my clothes, and then spending the rest of the day with Eden; however, it didn’t seem as though I had much of an option.

      On the way to the condo, I made a stop by the hospital, hoping to get everything squared away quickly. Although, I hadn’t taken into account the early morning hour and that the person I needed to speak with wasn’t in yet. I was told she’d be in shortly and to wait in the meantime. It wasn’t what I wanted to do. I didn’t want to be there in the first place, let alone hang around. But it beat having to make another trip back later in the day. I knew once I had Eden in my arms, I wouldn’t be able to let her go in order to handle Gabi’s medical issues.

      So, I waited.

      I was on my third cup of vending machine coffee when someone finally opened the waiting room door.

      “Mr. Kauffmann?” A young nurse came in with an easy smile and gentle eyes. “Gabriella is awake. I told her you were here and she’s asking for you.”

      I dropped my chin to keep her from seeing the disappointment in my eyes. It wasn’t her fault. I knew that. There was no way she could’ve known the problems between Gabi and me and why I was so nervous to see her. Nonetheless, I became aggravated and didn’t want to take it out on her. She was only doing her job.

      “I can take you to see her if you’d like. The visit needs to be kept short. She’s weak and needs her rest, but I’m sure she’d love to see a friendly face.” Her voice was so soft and kind, which made it difficult to turn her invitation down.

      If Gabi wanted to see me, then I would go to her.

      Though I wasn’t sure she’d be happy once I left.

      I nodded and stood, keeping my eyes trained on the white floor as my tired feet followed the nurse. She paused outside the closed door and offered me a sympathetic grin. It would’ve been enough to ease my mind had it been anyone other than Gabi on the other side. I wasn’t sure anything would’ve been able to calm me down, or settle my emotions—emotions I couldn’t discern no matter how hard I tried.

      I wasn’t upset with Gabi. I was disheartened. The fact she’d done something to harm herself made my chest ache, but what made it worse were all the facts I’d learned about where it all started. I’d refused to hear her out. My anger had led her here, and I had a hard time releasing that guilt. At the same time, her inability to tell me the truth for years wasn’t on me. I wouldn’t take the blame for that. And that’s where my confusion lay—trapped between fault, when there shouldn’t have been any in the first place.

      Human error.

      Human emotion.

      Blame. Guilt. Grief.

      They didn’t mix well with a man who wanted to take care of everyone.

      “She’s alert, but very fragile. All we ask is that you don’t get her worked up. She’s on medicine to keep her calm and relaxed, but she’s still coherent. I’ll let you know as soon as the doctor comes in so you can speak with him about where to go from here.” Again, the corners of her mouth turned up just enough to offer some comfort, and then she walked away.

      The door felt heavy as I opened it. I knew that wasn’t the case, but my nerves and hesitation made it seem like it weighed two hundred pounds. Gabi lay in the middle of the single bed, her attention set out the window across the room. As soon as she heard me step inside, she turned her head and landed her sights on me. Immediately, tears began to fill her eyes and trickle down her cheeks, though she made no noise. No sobs, whimpers, sniffles…nothing. She just lay there, the sheet fisted in her hands, her face scrunched in pain, and watched me as I stood in the doorway.

      “Gabi…” I whispered, unsure what to say to her. I had no idea how I would feel after seeing her, but I hadn’t expected this kind of emotion. Pain. Heartache. Utter despair. It was as if I’d been taken back more than ten years to when I’d visited her in the hospital during Sean’s trial. Like then, she was alone, lost, and completely broken.

      Without thought, my feet carried me to the side of her bed. I took the empty chair and leaned forward to take her hand. Her stare never left mine, and I couldn’t look away. I didn’t have the strength to observe anything else in the room. Her brown eyes were void of life, more so than before. I thought I’d seen her at her worst…but now I realize she had only been on the brink of destruction. This was her rock bottom. I wanted to tell myself there was only one way for her to go from here—up. But I knew that wasn’t true. This was the second time she had attempted to take her life. I feared what would happen if she tried it again.

      “I’m so sorry, Dane,” she cried softly, her words barely audible.

      I shushed her and tried to calm her with gentle strokes to her forehead. “I don’t understand, Gabi. Why would you do this?”

      She rolled her head to face the ceiling and then closed her eyes, tears leaking down the sides of her face. “I just want to give up. I have nothing to fight for anymore. You wouldn’t listen to me. I tried to explain it to you, but you wouldn’t let me. I called you—over and over again—but you wouldn’t answer.” She tilted her head enough to look me in the eyes. “You left me, Dane. I have nothing without you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “What do I have?”

      I ran my thumb over the back of her hand and took a deep breath. “I don’t know, because you’ve never given yourself a chance to find out. After the assault, you just shut down. You closed yourself off from everything. You went with me to Tallahassee, but instead of going to school, you played the role of a stay-at-home wife. We came home, where you could’ve gotten a job, but you chose not to.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” She raised her voice, showing signs of agitation. I knew she needed to calm down, but I wasn’t sure I was the right person to do that. “I couldn’t go to school. I didn’t have any money and I had no clue what I would’ve even studied. And I tried to get a job as a cashier after we moved back, but you told me I didn’t have to.”

      I adjusted in the seat until I was on the edge of the cushion, my elbows propped on the mattress. “You know I was more than happy supporting you. I only wanted you to feel safe. All I needed was for you to do what made you happy, because you weren’t. You offered to get a job to help with the bills, and I told you I didn’t need that from you. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t support you doing something for yourself. I had suggested art classes, book clubs because you loved to read so much. Gabi…there were so many things you could’ve done for you. That’s all I wished for. Because I never wanted you to be here—lost, lonely, feeling like you didn’t have a purpose in the world. You do. You just haven’t found it yet.”

      “You never understood.”

      “You’re right…I didn’t understand. Because you never gave me the chance to. I know what happened, Gabi. I know everything. I saw your mom the other day after the hospital called to tell me you were here. She told me about Todd and how Sean ended up taking the fall for what he did to you. But I understand now. It’s not too late for you.”

      “Yes it is. There’s nothing anyone can do to help me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” I tried to keep my tone soft and even, but it was hard when I found myself so irritated with her refusal to acknowledge she could get help. She could have something more. “It doesn’t take a professional to see why you’ve been battling depression for so long. On top of the abuse you had to suffer—not only from Todd, but the emotional and mental abuse from your own mother not protecting you—you’ve had to deal with this guilt alone. You never had to do that. You could’ve come to me with the truth. But that’s neither here nor there. Now you can do something about it. Talk to your doctors. Tell them what really happened so they can help you deal with the real problem, not just the effects from it. You can’t treat the depression if you’re not treating the cause.”

      She licked her lips, like I’d seen her do so many times before. No matter how many times her tongue ran over them, they remained cracked and dry. A tear clung to her chin, pulling my attention away from her mouth long enough to watch her wipe it away with her free hand. The white bandage around her wrist caught my attention for the first time. It caused my chest to clench, my heart to squeeze tight, and my lungs to cease. The guilt came flooding back in full force, reminding me she wouldn’t be here, in this bed, bandages on her wrist had I only let her explain when she’d begged me to listen.

      “What happened, Gabi? I mean…what did you do to yourself? How did you get here?”

      She stared at the gauze for a moment before pushing her hand beneath the blanket. She blinked away fresh tears and set her sights on the wall across the room. “I called Dr. Greiner, but he couldn’t fit me in. He talked to me for a little bit, and then called me when he left work to check on me. I’d taken those pills he’d given me, like he suggested, but it wasn’t taking the pain away. I thought if I could just get you to listen to me, it’d be okay. But you wouldn’t answer your phone.” Her face scrunched again, and I worried this was too much for her to talk about. But she continued anyway. “So I took more pills. And when that didn’t work, I took more. I drank what was left of the vodka you always keep in the pantry, thinking that would numb it.”

      My eyes burned and I wanted to tell her to stop. I didn’t think I could handle the rest, but I was frozen, unable to speak. I couldn’t even form the words to tell her not to continue. But it didn’t matter, because after she caught her breath, she kept talking.

      “I don’t remember much after that. Apparently, I called Dr. Greiner, thinking I was calling you. I don’t remember doing that. I don’t remember leaving the condo or getting to my car.” She held up her wrist. “And I don’t remember doing this.”

      “Promise me you’ll do everything you can to get better,” I begged her, hoping she could see in my eyes how much I meant it. No matter what had happened between us, I’d always care about her, and I needed her to understand that.

      “What’s the point, Dane? You left me. You don’t want me anymore. I’m used up and worthless to you.”

      “That’s not true. You’re broken and beaten down, but that doesn’t mean you can’t change that. You’re stronger than this. I know you are. Don’t let him win. Don’t let what he did to you keep you from living. He’s won for twelve years, and it’s time you put an end to the control he’s had over you. And I never want to hear you say you’re worthless again.”

      Gabi cleared her throat, making it known just how weak she was. “What does this mean for us?”

      “We don’t need to talk about that right now. It’s not important.”

      “Yes, it is, Dane. It is important. I need to know I have a reason to get out of here.”

      “That reason should be your health. Not the status of our relationship. I’ve been your reason to live for too long now. I can’t shoulder that kind of responsibility anymore. You should want to live for yourself, to give yourself a better life than the one you’ve had. You need to do it for you. No one else. Nothing else.”

      “I don’t know if I can,” she whispered.

      Just then, a knock sounded at the door. I turned in my seat to find a man in a white coat. His salt-and-pepper hair made him appear to be in his fifties or early sixties, but the lack of wrinkles on his face lessened that age by about ten years.

      “Good morning, Gabriella. How are you feeling?” He studied me as he spoke to Gabi, probably making sure I hadn’t upset her. He obviously saw the tears and expression of distress on her face. “As long as everything goes well, you’re looking at being discharged tomorrow. There are just a few things we need to discuss and go over first.”

      “So that’s it?” I stood, falling right back into the protective role I’d always taken when it came to Gabi. “She tried to commit suicide and you’re just going to release her tomorrow?”

      “You must be Dane Kauffmann. I’m Dr. Clark.” He extended his hand between us.

      I took it but never lowered my eyes from his.

      Dr. Clark turned to Gabi, but spoke to the both of us. “As we discussed, I strongly urge you to follow up with either your psychiatrist or an aftercare facility. There are several local rehabilitation clinics that I think you could benefit very well from.”

      “So you’re leaving that up to her?” I couldn’t calm my aggression if I tried.

      With a gentle smile, he turned his attention to me. “If she’s not presenting to be a threat to herself or others, we can’t make her do anything. And after assessing her, we don’t feel she falls into either category.”

      “She tried to kill herself a few days ago…and you’re telling me she’s not a continued threat to herself?”

      “That’s correct, Mr. Kauffmann. Although, we have advised her to seek additional treatment.”

      I faced Gabi with wide eyes, silently asking for her response. Instead of giving me one, she fidgeted with the blanket and dropped her gaze. I balled my hands into fists, fighting back my anger over the entire situation. She clearly needed deep psychological counseling, and it seemed I was the only one pushing for it.

      “Please tell me you’re going to go to one of these places, Gabi. You need to get help.”

      “They’re expensive. I don’t have any money.”

      “That’s what’s keeping you back? Money?” When I raised my voice, Dr. Clark settled a gentle hand on my arm to calm me down. It worked, but it didn’t silence me. “Gabi, you have insurance, and you know I’ll pay the rest. You don’t have to worry about the financial aspect. All you need to worry about is getting better. Let me take care of the rest.”

      “You’ve done so much for me already. You’ve supported me my entire adult life. I can’t ask you for money after you left me. You’ve made it very clear you don’t want to be together anymore, so why would you do this?”

      “Because I love you, Gabs.”

      “Not enough to stay.”

      I let out a huff of air and fell into the seat next to her bed. I dropped my head into my hands and tugged at my hair, more than frustrated with the circumstance. Looking at her, meeting her eyes, I said, “I told you we would discuss that later. Right now, the most important thing is getting you better. Healthy. We can worry about the other after you’ve gotten the help you need.” I knew if I told her we were over for good, she’d never seek the attention she required.

      “I don’t want to ask—”

      “You’re not asking, Gabi. I’m offering. I’m begging.” I turned to the doctor. “How do we get her in one of these places?”

      “A caseworker will be happy to discuss the options with you and place some calls to see where she can get into immediately that accepts her insurance. If you’d like, I can have one of them come in and speak to you both about it.”

      Without looking to Gabi for approval, I said, “Please. That would be great.”

      He nodded with a smile. “I’ll go get someone for you. And I’ll be back later to check on you, Gabriella. In the meantime, you need to stay calm and rest.”

      Once the door closed, I took Gabi’s hand again. “We’re going to get you better, Gabs.”
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      I had no intention of spending so long at the hospital, so once I made it home, I rushed through my shower. I ignored the disaster Gabi had left behind and focused on getting cleaned up in order to get to Eden’s and explain everything that was going on. I was on the verge of losing control, and the only thing that would settle my fried nerves was a certain redhead.

      Four hours after I called her, I finally made it to her apartment.

      She opened the door and stood there, watching me with concern etched in her features. I didn’t give her enough time to ask any questions or say anything. Unable to wait a second longer, I took her face in my hands and covered her lips with mine. It took her a moment to respond, and then her hands came up to grip the sides of my shirt. She held onto me with the same desperation that coursed through my veins.

      “What happened?” she asked as soon as she pulled away to catch her breath.

      I moved inside the apartment so she could close the door, and then took her by the hand to lead her to the couch. Rather than sitting, I fell onto it and tugged her down next to me. I buried my head into her neck and allowed myself to become consumed by the scent of gardenia, knowing it would calm my racing heart and frantic mind.

      “Did you go home and fall asleep or something? I was expecting you hours ago.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair and met her worried stare. A sigh passed my lips. I wasn’t sure how she’d take what I had to tell her. “I ran by the hospital on my way home. Apparently, Gabi wasn’t thrilled that her mom had shown up, and her normal therapist thought I should be involved in her treatment options.”

      The concern I originally saw in her eyes faded into despair. The hopelessness reflecting back at me left me frantic, anxious over what she’d say. I expected anger, jealousy. But what I got was so much worse. Indifference. Defeat. It was so strong it threatened to still my heart and take away the breath from my lungs.

      “So you went to Gabi first?”

      “No…it wasn’t like that.”

      Eden shoved against my chest and sat up, making me sit up with her. “You got out of jail, told me you were going to go home to shower and then come over. But instead, you went to the hospital to see Gabi. To make sure she was okay. You left here two days ago and I never heard from you. I’ve been worried sick. But…you went to her.”

      “The hospital was on my way home. And I’m glad I did, because they were just going to release her tomorrow as if she hadn’t tried to kill herself a few days ago. She needs help, and if I hadn’t shown up and gotten her into a treatment facility, they would’ve just let her go.”

      “You’re not hearing a word I’m saying.”

      “I am. I understand you’re upset.” I grabbed her hands and held them in her lap, forcing her to look at me. Desperate for her to hear what I tried to convey. “I didn’t mean to make you worry. I asked Janette to call you and tell you what had happened. Apparently, she didn’t do that.”

      “When did you talk to Janette?”

      I let my head hang while I fought against exhaustion and frustration. “I called her after I was arrested. I needed a lawyer, and she’s my publicist. She needed to know what was going on in order to cull the stories and rumors that would inadvertently start. I wasn’t supposed to get out until tomorrow morning because I had to wait for arraignment, so she had to be informed in the event I missed work or that word got out about my arrest. I told her to call you. The last thing I wanted was to worry you.”

      “Back up. What were you arrested for?”

      I settled into the couch and explained everything. I started with what I’d learned from Marie, told her about Todd and what had happened at his house, the cops that showed up and cuffed me, and then ended it with why I was released early and how I didn’t have any charges pending against me. Through all this, Eden remained silent, listening stoically as I gave her every detail of the last two days.

      “So she hadn’t made it up? She really was raped?” Her sympathy was genuine, which only solidified what an amazing person she was. No matter how she felt about the situation, she showed indisputable concern for my ex. I didn’t have much dating experience, but I knew that wasn’t a trait most women would be able to pull off.

      I shook my head and let that sink in. “I can’t help but feel like this entire situation is my fault. She’d asked me to let her explain after she told me the truth about Sean, but I wouldn’t let her finish. Had I just given her a minute, she wouldn’t have tried to kill herself.”

      “You can’t blame yourself, Dane. You didn’t know there was so much more to her story. I’m sure most people would’ve had the same reaction you did. It’s only natural when faced with betrayal. But I think it also says a lot about where your mind’s at. If you’re feeling this bad about it, maybe you should take some time to figure it all out.”

      I was stunned into silence, at a loss with how to respond. I didn’t understand what she meant. I thought I knew, but I didn’t want to believe it. “What are you saying, Eden? Take time to figure out what?”

      “You left her because you thought she had lied about everything. Now you know she didn’t.”

      “That’s not entirely true. She did lie and sent an innocent man to prison. A man who was wrongly condemned and then killed himself because of it. But that doesn’t explain what you mean by take some time.”

      Her shoulders drooped and her hands were limp in mine. Her eyes were dry and she wore a brave face, but I could tell it was a facade. And I could guess why, but I needed to hear her say it so I could clarify it for her, once and for all.

      “I don’t think you know what you want.” Her voice shook with emotion.

      “You’re wrong. I do know what I want. If this is your way of breaking things off with me, trying to push me away, then stop. I wouldn’t be here right now if I didn’t want to be with you.”

      “You can’t say that. Because you were with Gabi when you didn’t want to be. You’ve told me that many times. From where I stand, you only left her because she gave you a reason to. You came to me, realized you wanted to be with me, because you were no longer tethered to her. But all that was a lie. The out she gave you wasn’t valid. You only thought so because you didn’t know the whole truth.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you just because my reasons for leaving were a misunderstanding.”

      Eden removed her hands from mine and scooted away from me on the couch, adding distance between us. “You just admitted to me that you blame yourself. You said had you listened to her in the first place, she wouldn’t have tried to kill herself. To me, that means you wouldn’t have left her, and had you not done that, you wouldn’t have come to me.”

      Her words ate at me. I could see where she had gotten that from, but it couldn’t have been further from the truth. “That’s not true—she still lied, and while she may not have attempted suicide if I had stayed to listen, it doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have still left. Did you not listen to anything I said to you the other night? I meant every word, Eden. I was with her for all the wrong reasons. I’m sorry it took you to open my eyes to that, but it doesn’t change anything. It shouldn’t matter why or how I left…all that should matter is that I did. I left her and came to you, where I want to be.”

      “None of this matters,” she said with her hand held up between us, keeping me from arguing with her. “Gabi needs help. We both know that, and hopefully, she realizes that, as well. I pray she can get it and become a stronger person, capable of dealing with things in a healthier manner. And while she’s doing that, I think you should allow yourself to process everything that’s happened.”

      “This is absurd. You want to press pause on this thing between us because I went to the hospital this morning before coming here?” I couldn’t fathom her reasons. They made no sense. And I wouldn’t give in, no matter what excuse she came up with.

      “No. It’s not only that—it’s everything. Dane, everything changed when you found out the truth. You were arrested for avenging her, playing the hero to defend her honor. Don’t get me wrong. He probably deserved worse than a broken nose and a concussion. But that doesn’t change what you did. You have always tried to protect her, and you’re still trying to do that. It’s obvious you need to tie up loose ends and deal with the circumstances.”

      I stood and began to pace the room while she remained on the couch and tracked my movement with her eyes. “You’re wrong, Eden. I went after him because of what he did to someone I lo—care about.”

      “You love her.”

      I dropped my head and released a frustrated growl. “Yes. And I always will. You can’t expect me to be with her for as long as I was, share everything I did with her, and just stop loving her simply because my heart isn’t in it anymore.”

      “I never said I expected you to. All I’m saying is you do. Trust me, I fully understand the feelings you have toward her and that you can’t turn them off like a light switch. I also don’t expect you to know how you truly feel about either of us days after walking out on that relationship. Days after finding out horrific things about her you never knew before.”

      “You act like I walked away from her and ran straight to you.”

      “Isn’t that what you did?”

      “No.” I fell to the floor at her feet and held onto her hips. I would beg if I had to. “I didn’t run from her to you. I’ve had one foot out the door for years now…except I didn’t realize it until you walked into my life. I thought how I felt with Gabi was normal because I didn’t know any different, that it’s how everyone feels when they’re in a long-term relationship—especially one embedded with as much grief as Gabi and I had to endure. You helped me see that I wasn’t truly living. I’ve wanted you from day one, Eden. Only I didn’t know it. I refused to admit it to myself because it made me feel like I was betraying Gabi.”

      “Well, if that’s true, then you’ll still want to be with me when she gets better.”

      I squeezed her hips, frustrated at her persistence over ending what we’d only just started. “Why are you doing this? The truth, Eden. Tell me why you’re so adamant to push me away. This isn’t about Gabi. You and I both know it.”

      She straightened her spine and inhaled deeply, releasing it in a painfully slow exhale. “It is about her. And you. And me. She’s been through enough already. Don’t you think she deserves to have support while dealing with this? If what you said is true, and she has held this secret in for practically half her life, then that means she has a steep uphill battle to conquer. And she shouldn’t face that alone.”

      “Fine. I get that. I plan to be there for her if she needs me. I’m paying for the facility she’ll be transferred to tomorrow. I’m going to make sure she has everything she needs—not only during treatment, but also when she gets out. Therapy. A place to live. She doesn’t have to do it by herself. But why can’t we be together in the meantime?”

      “People leave.” It may have been a whisper, but it was enough to tear me apart. “Everyone leaves, Dane. I told you…they don’t stick around. And it’s only a matter of time before Gabi gets better, and then you’ll realize how much you’ve missed her—the healthy version of her. How much you want her back. I’ve listened to you countless times talk about how you stuck it out because you were waiting for her to come back to you. You knew the girl you’d fallen in love with was still in there, and you were waiting for her to find that light again. I can’t sit around and fall for you harder and deeper every day, knowing in a matter of time, you’ll choose her. And I never want you to stay with me out of obligation the way you did her. You need to sort through all this, Dane. Give yourself the freedom to breathe without a relationship hanging around your neck. Make sure your decisions are the best ones for all three of us—you, me, and Gabi.”

      I pulled her body closer to mine until she slid off the cushion and into my lap. With my arms around her waist, hers around my neck, I buried my face into her hair. “That’s not going to happen. I know you’re scared, but like I told you the other night…I’m not going anywhere. This is where I want to be, and nothing will ever change that.”

      “You don’t know that. You can’t make those kinds of promises until you see it out. Until Gabi gets better and you see her for the girl she used to be. The girl you fell for when you were a teenager. The one you’ve been waiting to come back to you. Until you see who she is, who you are, on the other side of this, it’s not fair to any of us to pursue this.”

      “So what does this mean?” I asked with my forehead against hers. “Do we still talk? Do I still get to see you? How are we supposed to act around each other? How am I supposed to be near you and not touch you, not kiss you, not tell you how miserable I am without you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have those answers. But I’m sure we’ll figure it out. I mean, I’m still technically your assistant, and before all this started, we agreed we would act professional around one another. You’re my boss. I’m your employee. Remember? Maybe we can go back to that and pretend this weekend never happened.”

      “No. Hell no. I’m not pretending anything. This weekend did happen, and I can’t act like it didn’t.”

      “Okay, fine. We don’t pretend anything. But we keep it to ourselves. No one at the office knows, so we’re fine there. We just go about our days like we’ve always done—except in a more professional manner. No more personal information. Strictly business.”

      “What if I can’t do that?”

      She hesitated for a moment, and it gave me the chance to see the destruction in her eyes. The haze of sorrow clouding her green irises until they were so dark I couldn’t discern their exact color. “Then I either transfer to another department or I resign. I don’t want to lose my job—I love what I do—but if I have to leave, then I will. Please, don’t make me give up everything.”

      “I’m not making you give up anything. That’s all you.”

      “I’m not saying we’ll never be together. But I need to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you are where you want to be. I’d rather know it took us a year longer to end up together and that it’s right than rush and be destroyed by it. If you can’t do that while working with me, then yes, you are making me give up everything. I’ll only leave if you make this harder than it has to be. I’m trying to compromise here. I’m trying to find a way for us both to get what we want.”

      “And what is that, Eden? Huh? Because I’m not understanding how ending this thing between us is what either of us wants. I’m begging you to change your mind. You’re threatening to not only walk away from this relationship, but to also walk away from your job. Forever.”

      She cupped my cheeks and stared into my eyes. “I don’t want to lose you. I know this will be hard for us both. I know it’ll take some adjustment and rules and boundaries…but if it means I still get to have you in my life in some respect, then I’m willing to take it. If it means on the other side of this, I know you chose me, that we’re happy, and you’ve resolved your issues with Gabi, then I’m willing to deal with the discomfort now. If you can’t handle that, then I won’t have any other choice but to walk away.”

      “You know an easy solution? Just accept that I want you. The fact is I’m not going anywhere and I’m not going to choose Gabi over you. If you’d accept that, we can both have what we truly want—without the rules and boundaries and broken hearts.”

      “If I don’t halt us where we are now, I’ll end up resenting you. You’ve already said that you plan on being there for her through this. You’re paying for her treatment, and you’re going to make sure she has everything she needs, even after she’s out of the clinic. You’re going to ensure she continues with therapy and has a place to live. So while you’re at sessions with her or visiting her or taking care of her needs, I’ll be here wondering if this will be the time you don’t return. And each time you walk out that door to tend to her, I’ll grow harder and harder, toughening my shell and protecting my heart that much more to keep you from destroying me. I’ll give you less and less of me until there’s nothing to give. I’ll always wonder if you’re one foot out the door with me and one step closer to her. And the more I resent you for making her a priority, the more you’ll resent me for keeping you from being the selfless man you are at the core. Dane, you don’t see it now, but this won’t work any other way. Do you know how hard it was for me when you left on Friday and I didn’t hear from you? I went to hell and back imagining the different scenarios of what happened. I can’t do that again.”

      “But if you could simply allow yourself to trust me—”

      “That’s just it, Dane. I can’t. I’ve been burned too many times. Trust is something you earn. I can’t give it to you because you don’t want to spend the time proving to me you deserve it. That’s all I’m asking. I’m not leaving. I’m only asking you to take a few steps back, deal with everything on your plate uninhibited by a relationship, and guarantee you’re getting what you want in the end. If that’s me, you’ll have proven it. If it’s Gabi, then you can freely make that choice without picking and causing undue heartache. I know you…and you’ll stay because you’re too afraid to make a decision that will hurt one of us.”

      “So that’s all you want? For me to earn your trust? To prove to you what I’ve been saying all along is true?” A sliver of hope embedded into my chest when she nodded. “And you’ll continue to work for me, as my assistant while I do this?”

      “Yes. And if you decide to work things out with Gabi, I’ll still be your assistant.”

      “Okay. If that’s what you want. But let me go on record saying this wasn’t my choice.” I lowered my lips to hers one last time, not knowing when I’d get to kiss them again. I needed for her to see what I felt for her was real, and I’d stop at nothing to prove it to her until she could no longer deny it.

      [image: ]

      I rushed into work over an hour late. The hospital had transferred Gabi to the rehab clinic first thing in the morning, and I needed to be there to complete the paperwork and make the financial arrangements. Anything to ensure she wouldn’t back out of our agreement. I ended up not having as much time to get ready for work as I normally did, and was forced to finish getting dressed in the car. There was a good chance my tie wasn’t straight, but I didn’t really care. Janette had asked for a meeting to discuss the media coverage after my arrest and how we planned to move forward, and I was sure she wouldn’t be thrilled with my tardiness.

      Hell, I wasn’t excited about it, but there wasn’t much I could’ve done.

      No matter how late I was, as soon as I saw Gina sitting behind her desk, I knew there was an apology I needed to issue. I stopped in front of her and leaned forward, hoping she could see the sincerity in my eyes. “Gina…I snapped at you the other day, and I’m sorry. I was in a horrible mood, but that’s not an excuse. You didn’t—nor do you ever—deserve to be spoken to like that, and I hope you forgive me.”

      She smiled and patted my hand on the desk between us. “Mr. Kauffmann, you don’t need to apologize. I may not know what had happened, but I knew something was going on. I know that’s not who you are; it’s not how you treat people. So it’s fine.”

      “No it’s not. It’s never okay for me to speak to anyone like that.”

      “Well, you’re forgiven.” She grinned and winked at me. “And thank you for the roses. They are beautiful.” She pointed to the large bouquet in a glass vase on the table behind her. “You didn’t need to do that.”

      “Call me Mr. Kauffmann one more time and I’ll send you carnations next time.” I patted the desk and turned away, listening to her giggles behind me as I headed back to my office.

      “You look like shit, Dane.” Janette cornered me as I turned to head down the hallway. “Did you miss sleeping in a real bed so much you overslept?”

      “Funny. Come on, let’s have that meeting now.”

      “No need. When I got your message that you’d be late, I went ahead and discussed everything with Eden. She can fill you in. I didn’t have time to wait. I have back-to-back meetings scheduled to clear up your tarnished good-boy image. There are a couple companies scrambling to find another investor so they can push up the buybacks. But don’t worry, it’s nothing I can’t fix. I’ve put out worse fires than these.” And off she went with a pat on my arm.

      Confused, I hurried down the hall to Eden’s office and knocked on the door. I didn’t give her a chance to invite me in before I opened the door and found her at her desk. Her hair was down in loose waves and her lips painted red, exactly the way I loved them. Damn, it was hard not to grab her and taste her.

      I didn’t think I’d be able to last five minutes with our new arrangement.

      “Janette said she went over the PR strategy with you?” I sat in a chair across from her and tried my best to act as normal as I could manage. When I’d agreed to this, I hadn’t expected it to be this difficult.

      “Yeah. I was getting ready to type up the notes. I can email them to you when I’m done.”

      “You can’t just tell me what was said?”

      Keeping her eyes on her computer screen, she said, “I’m already typing them out. It’s easier this way.”

      “Eden…look at me.” When she didn’t, I stood and leaned over with my palms flat on her desk, my face close to hers. “Look at me, please.”

      Finally, her eyes met mine, and I could vividly see the torment inside.

      “Is this how it’s going to be? You can’t even have a conversation with me?”

      “What did you expect, Dane? I came to work and was told by our receptionist that you would be late, and that I needed to cover for you until you returned. Since you’re never late, I have to assume it was because you had to take care of Gabi. I told you how I would feel every time you had to run to her. Can you at least give me time to adjust to this? It won’t happen overnight, but I can assure you, I’ll adjust. Soon, I’ll be the same assistant you’ve known me to be, but I need a little bit of time to get there.”

      “So you’re mad at me?”

      She sighed and shook her head. “No, Dane. I’m not mad at all. I completely understand the entire situation, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt my feelings. I have emotions and feelings just like everyone else, and this is something that’ll take time to get a grip on. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “I’m not the one who cheated on you. I’m not the one who got what I wanted and left. So why are you making me pay for their sins? I understand your trust issues and the reasons for being so guarded, but why am I the one being punished for your past boyfriend’s mistakes?” My voice was low and guttural. No matter how hard I fought to reign in my anger, I failed miserably.

      Her eyes brightened with ire just before she opened her mouth, catching me off guard. “You’re absolutely right, Dane. You’re a stand-up guy. You’ve never done a single thing to cause anyone to not trust you. I have no reason to question your faithfulness.”

      I recoiled like a snake in a defensive stance. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just because you never went after me while you were with Gabi doesn’t mean you didn’t still cheat on her. In fact, most people find emotional cheating to be worse than physical. You’ve already admitted that you fell for me before you left her, and we had a connection before you admitted it to yourself. That’s considered cheating on an emotional level. Giving yourself to someone else outside of your committed relationship.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now? I was gone within hours of realizing I had feelings for you. Don’t act like I committed some long-term adulterous affair behind closed doors. That’s not what happened at all. Where is this coming from?”

      “No, I’m not kidding.” She stood and rounded her desk, meeting me on the other side. We stood toe to toe, her heels adding height to her short frame, but the anger residing in her made her seem as tall as me. “I’m not condemning you for it, if that’s what you’re thinking. But you can’t act like I have no good reason to doubt you. Aside from my own fears and insecurities, you have a deep and tangled history with Gabi. It doesn’t just unravel overnight. And if you were capable of developing feelings for me while being with her, then I can’t help but worry you’ll do it again—but this time, with her behind my back. This is exactly why I said I couldn’t do a relationship with you right now. I can’t handle you being the Good Samaritan to another woman. Don’t diminish my feelings. They’re valid and justified, and I’m entitled to them.”

      “I thought we were going to remain professional at work.”

      Finally, she appeared to back down. Her shoulders hunched slightly and she didn’t stand as tall. Her weakened confidence struck a nerve in me, and I found myself wanting to provoke her further, if nothing more than to see the light in her eyes again. I didn’t want her angry with me, but I didn’t want this meek version of her, either.

      Without thinking twice, I gathered her into my arms, pulled her against me until our bodies pressed together and aligned in all the right places. Her eyes widened and her lips parted, just in time for my mouth to cover hers. She attempted to fight me, placing her hands on my chest between us, but she didn’t get far before giving in.

      I swallowed her moan as she gripped my shirt in both hands, arching her body and opening her mouth for me. With my hands on her hips, I lifted her, setting her on her desk. Instantly, her legs wound around mine. I leaned into her, forcing her to hold onto me tighter to keep from losing her balance.

      “Dane…” she murmured into my mouth. Her grip loosened enough for her to slide her hands to my belt, where she made a frantic attempt to unbuckle it. When I rolled my hips against her, she practically purred my name again.

      I knew this was wrong, this would only make everything worse, but I couldn’t stop it. Even if I’d wanted to. She felt so good against me, as if our bodies were made for one another. The way it felt to be with her, inside her, the other night ran through my mind, and I craved that feeling again.

      I needed it.

      I had to have it.

      I slid my hand up her thigh, beneath the hem of her tight skirt. But I didn’t let that stop me. I pressed on until my fingertips met the warm flesh of her bare ass. Needing to be closer to her, I hiked her skirt up around her hips and continued to thrust my covered erection against her, eliciting whimper after whimper from her.

      Then she lowered my zipper.

      And everything stopped.
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      “Wait, wait, wait. Dane, we can’t do this.” Eden pushed against my chest and forced me to retreat a few steps. She used the space to slide off the desk and right her skirt. My pants were still undone, and I made no move to correct the situation, too stunned to do anything. “This isn’t professional.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. I guess I got caught up in the moment.” I turned to head into my office through the adjoining door. “It won’t happen again. Email me those notes, please,” I said solemnly while finally having enough sense to fix my zipper.

      I didn’t bother to close the door behind me, not used to shutting it while she was in her office. So I didn’t hear her follow behind me, and only knew of her presence when she started speaking to my back. “In order for this to work, something like that can never happen again. And you can’t treat me differently, either. You aren’t allowed to be mad at me for stopping you from fucking me against my desk.”

      I turned around. The entire span of the office stood between us, yet it felt like the space spanned continents. She’d never felt farther away. “If you have the right to question my faithfulness, then I have the right to be upset. Don’t worry—I won’t take it out on you. I won’t treat you differently. I’m fully aware of the sexual harassment laws.”

      Her shoulders slumped and defeat crossed her eyes. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m not going to accuse you of anything. I just don’t want you to mope around or act like I stole your favorite toy. Eventually, someone will catch on, and right now with everything going on with Gabi and your arrest, we can’t afford to have people around here talking about us, too.”

      I scoffed and scratched my chin. “But you did steal my favorite toy.”

      Eden rolled her eyes and waved me off. “Good. Make jokes. It’s easier that way.” And then she returned to her office. Although, my heart fissured a little more when she closed the door behind her. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the blinds on the window between us were closed, and for the first time, I wished I’d had them installed on my side of the office.

      Within minutes, I had Eden’s email, full of the notes from her meeting with Janette. I wasn’t surprised to find she’d excused Gabi’s hospitalization as stress induced following the miscarriage, stating “it had been building over time until the future Mrs. Kauffmann decided to seek treatment.” I hated how Janette had referred to Gabi as “the future Mrs. Kauffmann,” but I understood the reasons for it—needing to paint me as a family man worried about his fiancée. I think it pained me more knowing Eden had to listen to it, and then type it up for me. As for my arrest, she’d kept it vague and reiterated that no charges were pending.

      Needing to get out of the office, I decided to make my way down to PR to talk to Janette. She was good at her job, but there were a few things I needed to set straight with her before she made any more announcements on my behalf.

      “Seriously, Dane. You look like hell. You should go home, get some more sleep, and come back tomorrow. Don’t worry…after spending the weekend in jail and dealing with Gabi being in the hospital, no one will question your absence.” She didn’t even wait for me to take a seat at her desk before offering advice that only served in beating me down.

      “I spent most of yesterday afternoon cleaning up the mess Gabi had made of the place. By the time I got to bed, I couldn’t sleep. And then my morning routine was interrupted by getting Gabi admitted to the clinic.”

      “Okay…so go home.”

      I hadn’t given it any thought until now. Aside from the few times I had to leave early to tend to Gabi when she was distressed and couldn’t handle life on her own, I’d never missed work. The thought never crossed my mind to take a sick day, and the more I contemplated it, the more resolved I became to the idea.

      “I just might do that. But before I go, I need to talk to you about a few things. I understand the need to portray me as some worried fiancé and to paint Gabi as my wife-to-be, but at some point, you’re going to have to set that record straight. And I don’t know how it’ll look if people believe I left her after all this.”

      “I don’t know what you mean, Dane. I wasn’t aware you two weren’t together.”

      I nodded and waited a beat before explaining. “I ended it with Gabi, and then Eden and I decided to try to make a go of things. But now with what happened this weekend, with Gabi trying to kill herself and now needing treatment and therapy, Eden has decided to cool things off.”

      “So what do you want me to do with that information? To be honest, I’m pretty sure without charges being brought against you, the story will die. I don’t expect to have to make any more statements about it, so there’s really no need to set anything straight.”

      “Okay. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t planning on calling her my future wife or anything again. In the event Gabi hears it or reads it somewhere, I can’t risk it planting any seeds in her head.”

      “I’m confused. Does she not know it’s over?”

      I rolled my eyes, but decided to answer her anyway. “Yes, she knows.”

      “Would you leaving her for another woman have anything to do with why she went to the hospital?”

      “She doesn’t know about Eden.” I realized that while I didn’t owe Janette an explanation, giving her half of one wouldn’t benefit me either, so I decided to offer her more. “We had a fight and I left. I wasn’t aware of it at the time, but that night she tried to commit suicide. It was more than just me leaving her, but she had no idea I was with anyone else after I left.”

      “Dane,” she said with a tsk. “Please don’t tell me you were involved with your assistant prior to that.”

      “No. Actually, I wasn’t. We’d grown close at work and I’d seen her a few times outside the office. She lives down the beach from me, and occasionally, I’d see her there—unplanned. And we ended up developing feelings for one another. Neither one of us ever admitted them or even acted on them until last week after I left Gabi.”

      She was quiet for a minute, absorbing what I’d admitted. Then she leaned forward and clasped her hands together in front of her on the desk. “And this thing with you and Eden…is it still going on? I’m only asking so I know how to handle the situation in the event it causes issues at the office.”

      “No, it’s not. She made the decision yesterday to put it on hold until I have everything figured out with Gabi. I’m still taking care of Gabi financially until she can get on her feet. I don’t think it’s right to throw her out there all alone with no help, and Eden is worried I’ll change my mind and stay with Gabi once she’s better.”

      She nodded, and her silence continued.

      “And while we’re on the subject of Eden. Can you please explain why you didn’t call her when I asked you to? I used my one phone call to contact you and then you didn’t do as I asked.” This had been eating away at me and I hadn’t had a chance until now to confront her over it.

      “My heart went out to Gabi, so I didn’t call Eden. I knew there was something brewing between you and Eden, and I wanted to protect you. I’m sorry, but it’s my job to uphold your reputation, and I couldn’t do that while you had a fiancée in the hospital and a girlfriend on the side. I figured Eden would find out at work today.”

      “It’s not like that. Gabi and I are not together anymore.”

      “Listen, it’s your life. Your choices and whatnot. But if I may offer you a piece of advice… When Bill and I first got married, things were rough. My past hindered me, and he didn’t know how to handle it. I suffered from depression—not to the extent of what you’ve told me about Gabi, but I still had moments where I hated myself for decisions I’d made or things that had happened to me outside of my control. He had a hard time accepting that was who I was. He didn’t just marry me, but he married my baggage, too. We almost split up. He left for a month and stayed with a friend. But during that time, we learned to talk again. We learned to recognize what had made us fall in love with each other in the first place. Sometimes we forget why we chose the people in our lives, and we have to remind ourselves what we saw in them to begin with.”

      “With all due respect, Janette, I don’t foresee myself falling in love with Gabi again. If I’m being honest with myself, and I think it’s about time I am, I don’t believe I was ever in love with her. I loved her, and I still do. I will always love her and care deeply about her wellbeing. But we were kids when we got together. I didn’t know the first thing about love. A year after we started dating—we were in high school, mind you—she was attacked, and it left her feeling threatened. I took it upon myself to make her feel safe, even if it was only with me. I’ve been with her ever since because of that feeling. Wanting to protect her. I didn’t stick it out because I thought she was the best thing that ever happened to me, but because I wanted to be the best thing that ever happened to her.”

      Janette cleared her throat and glanced down at her clasped hands. “That’s truly a sad story. Though I’m sure it’ll all work out for the best, the way it’s meant to. Just know if you ever need to talk to anyone, I’m here.” Her eyes met mine, and what I saw reflecting back at me made my heart slow. “I have a feeling I might relate to you more than we ever thought.”

      “I appreciate that, Janette. I really do. And I’ll keep that in mind the next time I need an ear. But right now, I think I’m going to take you up on that offer and get out of here.” The thought of going back to my office didn’t sit well with me. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get anything done while staring at the closed door separating me from Eden.

      I needed to get my shit in order before facing her again. Because she was right. I couldn’t take my hurt feelings out on her. It wasn’t fair to either one of us. I had to believe she was hurting as much as I was, and I had to hold onto faith that everything would work out the way it was meant to.
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      I must’ve been more tired than I realized, because I ended up sleeping most of the day. I woke up just before the sun went down, starving and feeling rejuvenated. Realizing there wasn’t much food in the house, I made a TV dinner and then headed down to the beach. I only meant to go for a walk to clear my head, but I found myself thinking of Eden the entire time. So much that I ended up passing my condo on the way back and walked toward the pier. And once I got there, I realized I hadn’t been able to breathe adequately until I found her red hair blowing in the gentle breeze.

      Not wanting to alarm her, or scare her off, I watched my steps and made my way to her. She stood at the end, leaning over the railing, gazing off at the horizon. With my hands in my pockets, I stood there for a moment, capturing the sight like a photograph, taking a mental snapshot, unsure of when I’d be able to see it again.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I asked, and then noticed her shoulders and spine stiffen.

      Eden slowly turned around to face me. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to be here, but I figured it was worth the chance to see the sunset from this place one last time.”

      I cocked my head, hoping I’d misunderstood her. “One last time?”

      “I spoke to my landlord today about breaking my lease.”

      “Why? Where are you going?” I repeated, desperate for the answer.

      “Heidi from legal is looking for a roommate. She’s asked me several times, but I finally gave it some thought today.” She spoke clearly, yet sounded so down.

      I couldn’t help but think I was the cause. “You don’t have to leave, Eden.”

      “Yeah, I do. I can’t be here anymore. I can see this spot from my apartment window, and I keep finding myself staring down, searching for you. I can’t live like this. Working with you and living this close to you is too difficult. It seems to be hard on you, too.”

      I ran my palm down my face and tried to formulate the right words to say to her so she would understand how I felt without making her feel as though I was pressuring her. “If you have to move, then I understand. To be honest, I can’t come out here without thinking of you, either. Working that closely with you and not being with you, or at least knowing I will be someday, is like a twisting knife in my chest. But I’m scared, Eden. I can’t help but feel like you’re completely pulling away from me. And if you do, then how am I supposed to prove anything to you?”

      “You’re the one who wants me to blindly trust you. That’s the only thing I’ve said you’d have to prove to me. Whether you earn my trust or you wait until Gabi is on her feet again…it’s still going to take time. We can’t rush this without it falling apart or blowing up in our faces. Instead of obsessing over this, put yourself to good use and do what needs to be done to get what you want.”

      I took a step closer and boxed her in with my arms. “I am doing what you asked. Can you please do what I’m asking and not completely remove yourself from my life? Give me something.”

      “If you’re so sure you won’t choose her, then you don’t need to see me every day. Weekdays will be enough.”

      I shook my head, frustrated with her reluctance to give in. “Five days a week will never be enough. I’m scared I won’t see you ever.”

      “Do you love her?”

      My gaze dropped to our feet as I slowly whispered, “Yes. But—”

      “Then you both deserve to see where things will go from here.”

      My head snapped up and we locked eyes. I didn’t look away the entire time I spoke. “You’re not asking the right question. What you should be asking is if I’m in love with her. Which my answer is no, and I likely never have been. I can still love her without ever being with her again. I can love her and know with complete certainty that I never want to be with her again. And that has nothing to do with you. Even if you told me right here, right now, that we don’t stand a chance, that you’ve made up your mind and we don’t have a future, I still wouldn’t go back to her. We’re not good together. I can care about her and want what’s best for her without being with her—that’s what friends do. And the truth is, that’s what we’ve always been.”

      She stared at me as if pondering what I’d said, but I couldn’t let it go with that.

      “Ask me if I care about you.”

      She tucked her chin to her chest and said, “I don’t need to, Dane.”

      Putting my finger beneath her chin, I lifted it and forced her to make eye contact with me. “Ask me.”

      With a slight huff, she conceded. “Do you care about me?”

      “More than you know. Now ask if I love you.”

      “No. I won’t ask that, and you shouldn’t say it.”

      “Why not?”

      She jerked her head to the side, making my hand fall, and then straightened her spine, meeting my gaze once more. “Because you just admitted that you’re capable of loving someone without being tied to them.”

      “That’s not what I said. Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “Fine. But you admitted to loving another woman. I don’t want to be one on a list. I already know you care about me. And you’re absolutely right, Dane—there’s a difference between loving someone and being in love with someone, but in order for the latter to be true, there has to be more than a deep friendship and one night of passion.”

      There were so many things about Eden I found attractive, but none more than her confidence when she got riled up. “Fine, but when you hear those words come from my mouth, know beyond a shadow of a doubt that I’m in love with you. There will be no question. You will listen to me. And you will believe me.”

      “I’m sure that when that time comes, you won’t have to tell me. I’ll already believe it.”

      I kissed her forehead and then took a step away to give her space. I wanted more than her forehead, but I wasn’t about to press my luck. I no longer felt that she was fighting me or pushing me away. I could see clearly that this was simply her defense mechanism, protecting herself from getting hurt and trying to give me what she had repeatedly told me I deserved—happiness—even if that came without her. The truth was, she cared about me enough to make my happiness her priority, and that was worth waiting for. And for the first time since our talk in her living room yesterday, I found a sliver of hope. I would hold onto it and use it in my favor.

      If she wanted proof, then I’d give her proof.

      And in return, I’d gain her trust.

      Her love.

      Her everything.

      Even though her lips didn’t move, I could see the smile in her eyes. “Pull another stunt like you did this morning, and I won’t give you the courtesy of a two-week notice. I mean it, Dane. And don’t even think about planning out-of-state business meetings that involve hotel rooms. If you have any of those, you’re flying solo.”

      “Duly noted. And while we’re doling out rules here. No more skirts. From now on, your dress code is pants only. And I’m rethinking letting you wear sleeveless tops. I’ll let you know later about how I feel about your hair, makeup, and the Monroe.”

      Finally, she quirked a small smile. “You said it was mandatory to show my ink and wear the Monroe.”

      “Yeah, and now I’m rethinking it. It’s a little hard to see your half-sleeve without imagining the rest of it. And I can’t imagine the rest of it without picturing you naked. And every time I look at the Monroe, I can’t help but remember how it caught the light in your room when I made you come.”

      She held up her hand to stop me. “See? This is not a professional conversation you should be having with your employee.”

      “Good thing we’re not at the office.”

      “And this just proves why I have to move.”

      I ran my finger along her jaw to her chin. “You can make me keep quiet about my thoughts, but you can’t make them go away. Just know that whenever I look at you, I’m thinking about being inside you. I’m thinking about making you scream my name while coming on my cock.” I took one step closer. “And when you’re locked in your office…” I lowered my lips to her ear, taking notice of how her breath hitched as I did so. “Just know that I’ll be thinking of you in my arms. I’ll be picturing the way we’ll look together when we’re fifty, sixty, seventy years old. I’ll be imagining the smile on your face when we say our vows to each other, and the look in your eyes when you’re pregnant with my children.”

      She released an audible sigh and placed her hand on my chest to hold me off.

      I leaned away and regarded her, even though she avoided eye contact. However, the pink hue that had tinted her cheeks didn’t go unnoticed. “So move if you have to, if seeing this pier is too much for you. Close the office door if you need to. I’m okay with that, because I know it won’t last. I know that one day, you’re going to live with me, and there won’t ever be a reason for you to shut me out again.”

      With that, I turned around and walked away, leaving her with my thoughts.

      And taking her in mine.
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      Standing on my balcony Friday morning and looking out over the horizon, I watched as the sky began to show the first signs of life. Over the past week, this had become my routine before getting ready for work. If I leaned over the banister enough, I could see the pier. Although, I never saw Eden there, and I knew I wouldn’t ever see her there again.

      In the few days since our meeting on the pier, things seemed to be settling down. We remained completely professional at work, only interacting when it was business related. However, in the evenings, when she wasn’t on the clock, I allowed myself to send her one text message. I’d sent two since our momentous conversation, both saying the same thing.

      Marry me.

      She hadn’t responded to either text, and the one time she’d tried to bring it up at work, asking me, “Were you drinking last night when you sent me that text,” I simply told her that was a personal question that didn’t belong in the workplace. She hadn’t asked about it since, nor had she given me an answer.

      I went back inside and took a look around. The furniture, picture frames on the wall, all the way down to the television set in the living room were picked out by Gabi. Despite years of living here, this place wasn’t mine. There wasn’t one thing in here that belonged to me. Realizing that, I knew exactly what to do.

      Instead of going to my office first, I made a stop at legal. I sat down at Heidi’s desk and told her what I needed, hoping she’d be able to help. “Well, that’s not my general scope of the law, but I’m sure we can get something drawn up. Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

      I nodded, feeling hopeful. “The sooner the better. I’m supposed to go see her on Monday, and I’d like to have all this wrapped up by then.” I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought about it sooner, but I was just happy I’d realized it when I did.

      We both stood and shook hands before I left her office and headed to mine. I no longer peeked in to check on Eden. I decided to stick with the plan I’d been following all week, not wanting to chance her following through with her threat and quitting. It was hard to only be able to see her when something needed to be signed or I had to send her files to check over, but that was still better than not seeing her at all. So, I decided I’d take what I could get, and while remaining professional at work, I’d still give her glimpses of me to show her this—what we had between us—was real. I knew I might’ve been toeing the line, but I couldn’t make myself stop altogether. So far my plan was bearable at best. If I had things my way, I’d see her every minute of every day for the rest of my life.

      “Hey, Dane?” Eden came into my office shortly after I sat down at my desk. She didn’t wait for my response before getting to the point of her visit. “I was wondering if it’d be okay if I left a little bit early today. Maybe two hours. If that’s pushing it, or if I can’t get my job done by three, then I at least would like to leave by four.”

      “Is everything all right?” I tried to keep the concern out of my voice by clearing my throat. It was hard, but as long as I focused on the papers in front of me and the emails on my computer, and not on her, I could manage just fine. At least, that’s what I told myself.

      “Oh, yeah. It’s just that I’m moving tomorrow and I wanted to make sure I had everything packed and ready to go. I’ll have to clean the apartment, and I didn’t want to waste the time tomorrow loading everything up, moving, and then returning to clean.” She must’ve realized she was rambling, over explaining, because she stopped speaking and waited in the silence for my response.

      I glanced up, taking her in for the first time all morning. She had her hair up in a tight bun, and her lips were a pale pink rather than the usual red. A light sweater covered her shoulders, and just like every day since Monday, she wore dress slacks. I’d thought telling her to wear pants would help with my desire for her, but it didn’t. The way they fit her hips and accentuated her ass was almost worse than seeing her bare thighs. I was resigned to the fact there wasn’t a single thing Eden could wear that would not make me want her. I wouldn’t be surprised if the sight of her in a garbage bag would give me a hard-on.

      “So you’re moving in with Heidi?” I asked, hoping she didn’t pick up on my disappointment.

      “Yeah. It’s not permanent, though. Only until I can find a place of my own. So I’m trying to do it on my own time and not miss any work. I didn’t want to ask to leave early, but my landlord said he needed the key by tomorrow night, and I got worried it wouldn’t leave me enough time to do everything.”

      “Your own place? Why didn’t you just stay where you are until you found somewhere else to rent?”

      She rocked on her heels, and I could tell by the way she drew her bottom lip into her mouth she battled with telling me to mind my own business, but in the end, she answered anyway. “I’m actually looking at buying a place. And since that’s a longer process than renting, I figured it would be best to stay with a friend and save some money while I hunt for a house and get approved and all that.”

      The idea of her finding something permanent instead of temporary settled an ache in my chest. “So then what’s going to happen when you decide to be with me? Will you sell your place, or are you expecting me to sell mine?”

      One corner of her mouth quirked up just enough to cause her Monroe to twinkle at me. “That’s not really workplace conversation, is it, Dane?” Then she winked and turned on her heel to return to her office.

      Just before she closed her door, I called out, “Fine, then I’ll wait until you leave and ask you again.”

      The click of the door cut off her soft giggle. It was enough to put a smile on my face and made the rest of my day a little bit easier to manage. I tried not to think of it being Friday and not seeing her again until Monday, because that thought was too depressing, but I’d hoped my plans for the weekend would help pass the time until I could see her emerald eyes again.

      [image: ]

      The weekend didn’t go as I had hoped. I’d found a reliable realtor and spent my entire Saturday looking at places he’d found based on my list of wants and needs. Nothing called out to me. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for, but I knew it’d speak to me when I found it. So far, nothing even whispered my name, much less screamed it. Sunday we went around to a few open houses. All in all, every place we viewed only added to my list of things I didn’t want. I’d asked to stay on the beach. I just couldn’t seem to let go of the idea of not watching the sunset with Eden, like we had done on the pier so many times before. I wasn’t looking for something temporary. I sought a place we could spend forever and raise a family in.

      My list proved to be almost impossible for the realtor.

      The condos he found for me only solidified my desire for a house. The idea of a condo had never appealed to me, but I’d settled for one because it was what Gabi had fallen in love with, and at the time, I’d hoped having neighbors close by would make it easier for her to meet people and make friends. That never happened. So I was able to add “no condos” to the list for him.

      The houses he found were nice, but I didn’t love any of them. Half were old and needed a lot of work. I didn’t care for a place I had to fix up. I was looking for something ready to be lived in, because I didn’t have any intention of waiting long to make things right with Eden. The ones that were ready to move into screamed money. I may have had it, but I was never one to flaunt it. That added two more things to the list of what I wasn’t interested in: houses needing work and ones that unapologetically announced their price tag.

      He promised he’d locate exactly what I wanted. Although, I wasn’t holding my breath. I started to think I was being too picky and would never find anything that checked all the boxes. But he had come highly recommended, so I decided I’d let him have the week to find something before I started giving in and letting go of some of my wishes.

      Heidi had done as I’d asked, and on Sunday night, I received an email with everything laid out in black and white. I had planned to see Gabi first thing Monday morning, and I couldn’t have been more relieved to have everything I needed to execute my plan. I wasn’t sure how she’d take the news, but I was hoping with a week of intensive therapy under her belt, and with a mediator in the room with us, there wouldn’t be any issues.

      On Monday morning I made my way to the rehabilitation clinic that Gabi now called her temporary home. My hands shook slightly when I opened the door to the office where our meeting would take place. I’d been with Gabi for over a decade, but I’d learned to always be prepared for the unexpected.

      “Gabriella has done very well so far in the program,” the therapist began after we made ourselves comfortable in his small office. It was just the three of us—Dr. Thomas, Gabi, and myself. “We’ve made a lot of progress over the first week, and she’s been looking forward to sharing those significant steps with you. Gabriella, why don’t you tell Dane about the things you’ve learned?”

      Gabi fidgeted with the sleeve of her shirt, which she had pulled down over her wrist, probably to cover the bandage. I knew how hard it was for me to see, so I could only assume the regret and anguish she felt knowing what she’d done to herself in a moment of weakness.

      “Well, we’ve talked about what happened to me.”

      “Be more specific, Gabriella,” Dr. Thomas interjected.

      She cleared her throat and started over, avoiding any eye contact. “I’ve been open and honest about what Todd did to me. I’ve been able to work through a lot of the shame I’ve felt over the years and have harbored since then. My mom has even come in for a session, and I was able to express to her how her choices have negatively impacted me.”

      It sounded like a rehearsed speech, as if one of her doctors had given her a script to recite. I didn’t like how her monologue made me feel. I was used to her shutting down and keeping everything inside, and although it was nice to hear her open up about things, it didn’t feel genuine. Her sentences were clearly structured and she said all the right things, but the words were missing emotion.

      “I still have a long way to go.” She shifted in her seat and finally looked at me. “But I’m really learning a lot about managing my emotions in a healthier way. Talking about it helps, and there’s a girl here—I share a room with her—who talks to me a lot. We have similar stories, so it’s nice to not feel so alone.”

      I wanted to tell her she never had to feel that way. That I had been there, right beside her, every step of the way. Had she come to me and admitted the truth, I could’ve been there for her even more. But one of the things I was told prior to coming in was to avoid pointing out the mistakes she’d made in the past. She needed to focus on moving forward, and making her feel even more guilt over the things she couldn’t change wouldn’t help that. I understood, so I kept my mouth closed and let her continue.

      Gabi glanced at her doctor, and after receiving a nod from him, she faced me again. “You deserve the truth. All of it. I’ve learned I can’t hide behind the lies I created and expect to move forward. No matter how we move on from here—be it together or apart—you deserve to know the truth.”

      “I already know, Gabi.”

      “You don’t know everything, and you’ve never heard it directly from me.”

      She had a point, so I conceded and nodded to urge her to tell me her truth.

      With a deep breath, she began to expel the demons she’d carried around for the last eleven years. “I told you my dad died when I was young.” As she spoke, her eyes turned to her twisted hands in her lap. “That wasn’t true. I have three memories of him. The first one is of him holding my mom against the wall in our living room…her feet couldn’t touch the ground. He yelled while my mom cried, but other than that, all I recall is hiding behind the couch and wishing he would stop. The next memory is of him backhanding me until I fell into the kitchen table. My mom was there too, but other than screaming, to my recollection, she did nothing. If I close my eyes and think about that time, I see blood. I know it wasn’t my own, but other than that, I don’t know whose it was. I can only assume it was my mother’s.”

      Just hearing her retell these stories I was sure she’d never uttered to another soul broke my heart. I wasn’t sure I could continue listening to them, but I knew I had to. This was part of Gabi’s past, part of how she’d ended up here in the first place, and it was what she needed to face if she ever wanted to move past it. But it didn’t make it any easier to hear.

      “The last memory I have of him was when my mom packed up our things and we left. He was supposed to be at work and we had borrowed the neighbor’s car. I’m sure we didn’t just borrow it because we never returned it. But I will never forget us backing out of the driveway and my dad driving really fast down the street. Then the neighbor—the one who gave us her car—stood in the middle of the road. Her hands were held out in front of her and she was pointing something at him. Looking back now, it was probably a gun, but I’ll never know for sure. It was the only thing that kept him from chasing after us.”

      She shifted in her seat, but avoided my gaze. The pain was etched across her brow and she kept her mouth in a straight line, even though her lips periodically trembled.

      “After that, we spent a few nights in a hotel room. It was nice because my mom let me watch whatever I wanted on the small TV. I watched I Love Lucy with Mom curled up at my side. We only stayed there for a few nights before we moved on to somewhere else. And then somewhere else. I can’t even count all the places we stopped, but we jumped from town to town. Staying at motels until the money ran out. I didn’t know what was going on, but I remember going from having food to not having any. My mom went from being happy and loving, to crying all the time and pushing me away.” She paused and wiped a tear from her face.

      I reached out and held her hand, encouraging her to continue. I was surprised that it had taken her all these years to tell me these memories. These things from her past that had haunted her and forbidden her to move on. I wanted to ask her why she never mentioned it before, but I didn’t want to chance that she’d revert back into her shell. It had happened so many times over the years that it was hard to imagine our conversations ending differently.

      “Then there came a time when we started staying in shelters, and we no longer had the car. Mom said the gas was too expensive. We were lucky enough to find nice places to stay—some had clothes for me to wear and keep. A few of them even had boxes along a wall inside that had personal hygiene items, and some even had toys. I didn’t pick a toy. But that year for my birthday, my mom gave me a baby doll. She was so excited because she hadn’t been able to get me anything for Christmas a couple months before. I looked at the doll and knew it was from the box in one of the shelters. But it didn’t matter where it had come from, because the look on my mom’s face when she gave it to me meant everything.”

      For as long as I’d known Gabi, she’d portrayed her mother as a monster—a title I’d recently seen the validity in—so hearing her speak of the loving, nurturing side to her mom made me feel as though I was listening to stories about a stranger. I had a hard time wrapping my mind around the Marie from Gabi’s childhood and the woman who ignored Gabi’s cries for help as being one and the same.

      “It was always just her and me,” she continued, “until she met Peter when I was fifteen. She had gotten a job working the same hours I attended school, and I guess she met him then. He lived a town over from us and asked my mom to marry him pretty quickly. My mom was so excited. I hadn’t seen her that happy since she gave me that doll. I was happy, too, because more than anything, I wanted a family. I’d dreamt of one for so long that I thought God was finally answering my prayers.”

      The smile immediately fell from her lips and the light in her eyes dimmed. I knew what came next in this story, and I didn’t want to hear the details. What I already knew would haunt me forever, and I almost stopped her from continuing. I didn’t think I could hear it. I couldn’t handle listening to her relive what came next, but I knew it had to be said.

      “It took one week for Todd to start saying inappropriate things to me. It started off with weird stares and accidental brushes against me. Then one night he was out at a party and came home late. He came into my room and woke me up.” She shook her head vigorously, as though she could shake the memory from her mind. “I had never even been kissed before, but that didn’t stop him. I cried and cried, begging him to stop, but he ignored me. Once it was over, I went to the bathroom and threw up.”

      Tears burned the backs of my eyes, her pain embedding itself into my chest.

      “I told my mom about it, and it was the first time in my life I felt betrayed by her. The first time I looked at her and didn’t recognize the person in front of me. I kept those instances to myself after that, and Todd kept doing it. It didn’t happen all the time, but enough that it made me wish for death. Then I met you, and I thought you could save me. I wanted to tell you so many times, but I always chickened out.”

      “Your mom said you got pregnant?” I don’t know why that was the question that popped into my head, but I suddenly needed to know. It was something I hadn’t been able to let go of since Marie had told me.

      She nodded and looked right at me. “He never wore condoms, but he always pulled out. One night, he was really wasted—probably high on something after one of his parties—and after he finished, he got up and left like he always did. But I realized he never made me open my mouth to finish him off. I prayed that just meant he hadn’t gotten off. But then semen came out of me, and I began to worry. It was only a few weeks after that when I knew. I always paid attention to my periods because I knew he wasn’t using protection. I watched the calendar like a hawk. I waited until a few more days after that before I went to a drug store and bought a test. I knew I had to tell my mom. Except, I wasn’t expecting it to go the way it did.”

      I didn’t need to ask how it went, because I already knew, but I didn’t want to interrupt and tell her that. I knew it was important for her to get this off her chest, and if having me listen to it all helped her heal, then I’d have to suck it up until she got every word out.

      “She told Peter and he made her take me to get an abortion. I wasn’t upset about that part. I couldn’t stand the thought of having his child in me. What hurt me more than anything was that we returned to Peter’s house. I begged her to take me and leave him. I begged her to not make me stay there, but she said Peter had handled it. Whatever that meant. Two weeks later, Todd walked in on me in the bathroom. His pupils were so large I couldn’t even see the color of his eyes. He was mad and strung out. He locked the door behind him and came after me. It was the first time he put on a condom.” She no longer hid her pain as it flowed in rivers down her cheeks, filling every word she uttered. I didn’t want her to continue. I didn’t want her to keep living it. But she withdrew from my arms and continued.

      “I don’t remember a lot about that night. I can’t recall the ride to the hospital at all. But the cops coming in and asking me about Sean, my neighbor, that part is clear as day. I didn’t understand at all why they were asking about him, so I barely answered. They left, telling me to get some rest and I’d see them again in the morning. They walked out and Peter and my mom walked in. That’s when Peter tried to convince me it was Sean that had come into the bathroom. I didn’t want to go along with it, but he and my mother both told me I had to. He said it with words, and my mom said it with her pleading eyes. So I did. I figured he wouldn’t get in trouble. There was no evidence of him being there. He had to have had an alibi. But as the trial started, I learned his alibi was sleeping. And the evidence didn’t matter because they had statements by me, my mom, and Peter. That’s when I took those pills. I hated myself for what I had done to him. I had kept tabs on him ever since. I knew when he got out. I knew about him moving back in with his mom, next door to Peter’s house. I knew when he couldn’t get jobs or got fired from the ones he managed to get. I knew it all. I’ve hated myself from the moment it happened.”

      “Do you still feel that way?” I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.

      She shook her head. “I think I’ve hated myself enough for things I couldn’t control. I hated myself after our baby died, because I thought it was my fault. I killed one baby of mine so God took another.”

      I held her face and made her look at me, stopping her from saying more. “It wasn’t your fault, Gabs. Those things happen all the time. You weren’t being punished.”

      “I know that now—at least, I think I do. I still have feelings I can’t figure out, but none of them are of self-hatred. I think talking to my mom helped. I’m not ready to talk to her one on one yet, but at least the door isn’t closed anymore. I can’t go back in time and change anything—neither can she—so I have to focus on the present and look toward the future.”

      “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that, Gabi. I feel like I’ve done nothing but wait for you to reach this point, but never understanding why you couldn’t get here. As much as I wish you would’ve told me these things a long time ago, I can’t dwell on that. I can only be grateful that you’ve made it this far.”

      Dr. Thomas cleared his throat, catching our attention, and leaned forward in his seat with his hands folded in his lap. “This is a very big step for Gabriella. The longer she went without admitting it, treating it as if it were a bad dream or a secret she couldn’t share, the harder it became to accept the truth. Essentially, she’s been living a lie. A lie she’d made up to make herself feel better, only it succeeded in making her feel worse. So the first step toward moving on is admitting it, getting the truth out there and accepting it no matter how difficult it is to do so. She’s opened up and talked to her mother about it, and they were able to hear each other out. Gabriella was able to start the healing process with Marie, and even though it’s a long journey and they’ve only just begun, it’s a big step in the right direction. You were the next stop. Hopefully, this will provide a tool for the two of you to understand each other, and maybe with time, begin to heal.”

      “I’m willing to do anything if it means Gabi will be okay. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      He pointed to Gabi next to me and said, “You need to tell her.”

      I nodded and turned to face Gabi again. “From the very beginning, all I wanted was to protect you. I thought I knew what I was saving you from, but I was so wrong. All this time, I’ve been trying to make up for the wrong things. I never understood why nothing seemed to be good enough with us. I thought they were, but looking back on it, I was only fooling myself. If you weren’t crying or hiding in bed all day, I assumed that meant things were looking up. I had no idea the demons never left, because I never knew they existed.”

      Gabi took my hand, and when she spoke, her words were the complete opposite from what I expected to hear. “I held you back for so long, Dane. I couldn’t let you go, no matter how much I knew you suffered being with me. I was selfish…and you were always so selfless, eager to give me everything. I had nothing without you, and I wasn’t ready to give that up. I can’t tell you how sorry I am, but I need you to know how grateful I am that I had you there. Without you, I would’ve given up a long time ago, and I never would’ve been able to get the help I needed. I don’t blame you for leaving. I’m surprised it took you this long, but I truly am thankful you stuck it out long enough to get me to this place, where I’m finally ready to sort through everything.”

      I glanced at Dr. Thomas sitting in front of us, and reached for the manila folder on the table. I held onto it, needing to explain it first before giving it to Gabi. “I will always want what’s best for you, Gabs. I know how hard this must’ve been to come here and face these skeletons. You’ve fought against it for so long, and I don’t want there to ever be a reason you don’t continue seeking help. I know money is a big concern for you, and I don’t want it to be any longer.”

      When I handed her the folder, she took it from me, but she didn’t open it. Instead, she sat with it in her lap and stared into my eyes, waiting for clarification.

      “I’m in the process of finding a house. I realized that purchasing the condo had been for you, as well as everything inside. None of it belongs to me. You should have it. That way, you don’t have to be concerned about where you’ll go when you get out of here. I know you still have three weeks, but I know how your mind operates, and you’ll be hung up on that instead of focusing on healing.”

      Without looking at the contents inside, she passed it back to me. “I don’t want it, Dane. That was our place. Our bed, with memories we made together. That’s where we planned to bring home our baby. If I don’t have you there with me, I don’t want it.”

      “I’ve already had the papers drawn up to transfer the title into your name. I paid off the mortgage, so you don’t have to worry about it, either. I want to give this to you so you don’t have anything keeping you from getting better. After being here, you’ll still need therapy, outpatient care, medications. And I don’t want you spending all your time working a full-time job just to support yourself, because you’ll need time to take care of yourself.”

      Gabi smiled and wiped away a falling tear. “I appreciate that. And I love you for trying to take care of me, but I can’t accept it. You’ve sacrificed so much for me as it is, and at some point, I have to learn how to do that for myself. I’ll be okay. I promise. I’ll figure something out. This is all new to me, and if I need help, you’ll be the first person I’ll turn to. But not like this.”

      I reluctantly took the folder and sat in my seat feeling defeated. My goal was to make sure she was all right so I could move on with my life. I’d never be able to put this all behind me as long as I continued to worry about her. And I’d never stop worrying about her until I knew she was capable of standing on her own two feet.

      Dread consumed me on my drive to work. It was almost lunch time, but I wasn’t hungry. I couldn’t shake the overwhelming realization that Eden had been right. As long as Gabi was a part of my life, I couldn’t make Eden the priority she deserved to be.
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      I’d barely made it three feet inside the glass doors of my office building before being stopped by Janette. She knew I had a session with Gabi and would be late, and I halfway wondered if she’d been waiting on me, ready to pounce with her motherly concern.

      “How’d it go? How’s she doing?” She touched my arm with gentle comfort and then shifted to the side to keep our conversation private.

      “She’s better. Surprisingly better. I actually hadn’t expected to see this much positive change in her in such a short amount of time. It’s only been a week, and after seeing her today, I feel confident in this place. I can only imagine how she’ll be after three more weeks of the same.”

      “That’s really good to hear. No one should internalize that kind of pain. It’s like poison. It’ll eat away at you until you’re dead inside. I’m very happy to hear she’s finally talking about it and getting the help she needs. What about the condo? How did she feel about that?”

      I scoffed and scratched my chin, taking a glance around the empty foyer. “She wouldn’t accept it. She said she didn’t want to live there without me. I can tell she’s still holding on to hope that we’ll be together, but I just can’t, Janette. I can’t be with her. No matter what she’s gone through, what we’ve both been through together, I can’t ignore this voice in my head that keeps telling me we don’t belong together.”

      She held my forearm, and after taking a quick sweep of our surroundings, she leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I know it’s not my business, and feel free to tell me to shut up. But from the things you’ve told me, I can’t help but piece them together and assume the attack you spoke of was of a sexual nature. Am I correct in assuming someone had violated her when she was younger?”

      I had opened up to Eden and told her the ugly truth about Gabi’s past. I didn’t feel I could accurately explain everything to her without giving her that information, but for some reason, the thought of entrusting Janette with the truth shrouded me in a veil of guilt. I swallowed harshly, trying to figure out the best words to use, but luckily, she must’ve sensed my internal war and put an end to it.

      “I understand if you’re not comfortable talking to me about it. I won’t press you for answers you can’t give. But in the event that is what happened, maybe I can offer you a piece of advice from someone who knows a little too much about this subject.”

      I cocked my head, unsure of what she was trying to say.

      “Something horrible happened to her when she was younger. Be it a sexual assault or mugging, whatever it was has clearly affected her in a bad way. You became her protector. Her guardian. Her knight in shining armor. As great as that was for her to have you play that role, you need to understand the negative impact it more than likely has had on her.”

      “I’m not following.”

      Janette took a steadying breath and started again. “It’s Trauma Transference Syndrome. You, without knowing it, tie her to that period in her life. Being there for her before it happened, when it happened, and after it happened has threaded you into the woven memories she has of the attack. Whether they’re conscious memories or not, you’re there, embedded in them. She will never be able to cut the ties of those demons as long as you’re present in her life.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, although it held no humor. “You’re a publicist, Janette. Not a psychologist. How do you know this?”

      With a small, gentle grin, she said, “Lots and lots of therapy. I told you…I might understand you better than we thought.” She paused and blinked several times, as if staving off tears. “When I was a freshman in high school, I attended a senior party. Without going into the details, my drink was spiked and I was sexually assaulted while I lay unconscious. Most young girls who suffer from any form of rape—be it violent, date rape, or like me, having it happen with no recollection of it—don’t tell anyone. They feel ashamed and dirty. They start to blame themselves, believing they’d done something to deserve it. It festers into this debilitating disease called depression—PTSD. And just like the men and women returning from war, there are triggers that set them off. Now, I’m no professional, but from my experience, I’d be willing to bet you’re an active trigger for her.”

      “I…I don’t know what to say. I would’ve never guessed you’d been through something like that. You seem so healthy. Married with two kids. How did you get through it?”

      “Like I said—lots and lots of therapy. My parents helped me out a lot, too. I didn’t go to them right away. I didn’t know who—or how many—had violated me. Hell, I couldn’t even remember who all was there. I didn’t know most of them, and I didn’t think anyone would believe me. After all, I couldn’t remember anything. I had no proof it’d even happened. I mean…I knew. I was a virgin, so I knew something had happened, but I couldn’t prove it. I only went to my parents after I found out I was pregnant.”

      “Oh my God, Janette.” I didn’t know if I could listen to her tell me her story, especially after having to hear Gabi tell me hers. The only difference was Janette’s at least offered me some clarity. A sliver of understanding. But it didn’t take away from the enormous crater in my chest knowing something this vile had happened to two people in my life.

      I’d made it a point right then to add this to the list of causes my company helped.

      There needed to be more awareness, and I’d do everything I could to make that happen.

      “I’m not telling you this to make you feel sorry for me. I’m only letting you know so you can better understand Gabi, and how you inadvertently affect her. It’s not intentional, but it happens. Anything can tie a victim to an incident. For me, it was the town I lived in. The school I attended. I had a hard time going to class, walking the halls, seeing the faces of every male in attendance, and not questioning if they were the one who violated me. Anytime someone passed a note, I became anxious, assuming it was about me. I believed everyone in the school knew what had happened, and they were all laughing about it behind my back. But once I found out I was pregnant, and I told my parents, they got me the help I needed. They even went as far as moving to get me away from the town and the kids in school.”

      “And that helped? Moving away?”

      “Yeah. The only thing I had tying me to that night was the baby. But even that found a resolution. We spoke to an adoption agency, and by the time I gave birth, it’d all been taken care of by the counselor. The baby had been placed with a family and all I had to do was sign the birth certificate. My mother and the counselor handled the rest. I still don’t know if I had a boy or a girl. At the time, it was the best decision. I wouldn’t have been able to handle the details. But now, more than twenty years later, I find myself wondering about him or her from time to time.” She waved me off, ignoring the completely stunned expression I was sure I wore—it matched the shock running through me. “Anyway, all I meant to say was in order to break free from the ties that bind you, you have to cut them all away. Choosing to leave the relationship with Gabi might be for the best, no matter how difficult it is to let such a big part of your life go.”

      The sound of heels clicking on the marble floors grew louder until it reverberated in my head. Stoic and completely frozen with shock and realization, I glanced over Janette’s shoulder, seeking out the intrusion. I found Eden sashaying toward us with that familiar easy smile on her face.

      “Oh, good. You’re back,” she said as she stopped on her way out the front doors. “I’m heading out for lunch, but I’ll only be gone for an hour. I left those proposals on your desk for you to look through. All my notes are on the first page.” Her words began to slow down, probably noticing my lack of reaction. “Are you okay?”

      I blinked, turned my head to look at Janette again, then I blinked some more. My eyes continued to flash between the two women, taking notice of things I’d never thought of before. Janette’s eyes were brown, but when I looked closer, the light danced off the emerald green specks. I focused on Eden’s mouth. The same shape, only painted a different color.

      “Dane…is everything all right?” Eden sounded as if she were in a tunnel, her words muffled and echoed slightly. When she touched my arm, it seemed to break the spell enough for me to nod and mumble that I’d see her in an hour. My words more than likely weren’t understandable, but I didn’t care.

      She slowly stepped away and exited through the glass doors, taking one last glance at me over her shoulder. Still feeling as though I wasn’t attached to my body, my mind lost in a state of confused realization, I met Janette’s stare. However, she didn’t seem as concerned with my lack of attention.

      “I’ll let you get to work. It sounds like your assistant has things waiting for you. Just know I’m here if you need me. To talk, to listen, to offer advice or help you understand things from a different perspective. Either way, I’m here, Dane.” She smiled and squeezed my forearm. When I didn’t respond, she just nodded and walked toward her office, leaving me dazed and confused in the lobby of my building.
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      I couldn’t seem to concentrate to save my life. Eden had returned from lunch, and I still hadn’t finished going through the notes on the few proposals she’d left for me on my desk. My mind was stuck in a dense fog, wondering how I’d never put the two together.

      Eden had originally applied for an underpaid, overworked public relations receptionist—Janette’s receptionist. When I’d asked her why she’d waste her talents doing that, her response was a bold-faced lie. Saying there were no other positions available. I knew then it was a lie, but I never called her out on it. Then again, at the time, I wasn’t aware I had employed her birth mother, so it never would’ve crossed my mind. But when Eden finally did open up to me and offer me that information, I should’ve thought about it. Looking at the two women, I could’ve seen the slight similarities. They weren’t blinding by any means. Subtle. Just beneath the surface. But enough of a hint to leave me questioning a possible relation.

      However, I never noticed.

      Eden opened the door between our offices and softly knocked on the wooden frame to catch my attention. When I glanced up from the file in my hand—the same one I’d been blankly staring at for at least an hour—I noticed slight apprehension in her expression.

      “I was wondering if you needed anything. You seem to have been going over my notes for a while now, and I didn’t know if you needed me to clarify something for you.” It was obvious she wanted to ask me if I was okay, just like she’d done the day I’d left Gabi. But with our strict business-only relationship, I could tell she avoided the personal question.

      “Uh, no. I think I’m all right.” Just as she made a move to turn, to head back into her office where I knew she’d close the door and shut me out, I called out, “Any progress with your birth mother?”

      It was enough to make her still, slowly turning her head and lifting her eyes to meet mine. “Nothing new. Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure that would fall under the umbrella of personal information. And since we’ve agreed—”

      “I know, Eden.” I cut her off, unwilling to hear her reminders yet again of how we had to keep things professional. “I was just curious. And considering she works here, I figured that would make it related to business. But you’re right. I overstepped. I apologize.”

      Rather than walking away, she stood with her hand around the door frame and regarded me intently. Confusion lined her brow, but fear flickered through her eyes. I could tell there was something on the tip of her tongue, probably wondering if I’d figured it out, but before she could utter a single word, there was a knock on my door and Janette invited herself in.

      She took one look at Eden, then at me, and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

      “Oh, no. You’re fine.” In an instant, Eden snapped out of the worried silence. She smiled at Janette, and I immediately noticed the faint blush that crept up her neck and tinted her cheeks a dusty pink color. “I was just heading to my office. He’s all yours.”

      Janette stood there, stock still, and waited for the door to close behind Eden. Then she carefully made her way to my desk and took a seat across from me. Glancing over her shoulder one more time, she leaned in and whispered, “Can she hear us?”

      “Not if we talk low enough…but we don’t have to whisper.” I knew why she was here. I didn’t know how she’d figured it out, but with her reaction to Eden, and now the secrecy, I knew without a doubt she’d managed to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

      “Don’t lie to me. Okay, Dane? If you know the truth, and I’m assuming you do, I need you to tell me.” She paused and took a few quick breaths. Her shoulders bounced and her eyes grew softer than I’d ever seen them before. “Is there something about Eden I should know?”

      My chest constricted at the thought of giving away a secret Eden clearly didn’t want anyone to know. Including me. “What makes you think that?”

      “I told you what had happened to me, and about me placing a baby up for adoption. Your reaction was puzzling, but I just assumed it was shock over my confession. But then Eden came up, and your reaction became even stranger. The way you looked between us, couldn’t speak…it was as if you’d seen a ghost. Again, I assumed it was because she’d walked up in the middle of a very heavy conversation. I thought maybe you were concerned she had overheard us, possibly nervous about someone else hearing what I had said. But when I got back to my office, I started thinking. I’ve had several conversations with Eden since she started here. Some were related to business, while others were more personal.”

      “Okay…so what are you trying to say?”

      “The first time I met her, she had come down to my office to introduce herself. She sat down and we spoke briefly. I told her I was disappointed you’d stolen her from me, but I understood that her qualifications were better suited for you and not me. Before she left, she pointed to the photo I keep on my desk…the one of me with Bill and the boys. She asked about them—Trevor and Landon. At the time, I just thought she was striking up conversation. But now, when I think about it, she seemed more interested in them than most people would be. And then there was another conversation when she talked about her parents. I thought it was a little strange at the time, but now I can’t stop questioning it.”

      “What did she say?”

      “It wasn’t what she said, but how she said it. Almost as if she were making it a point to let me know how good her parents were to her. It was more than just telling me she had a good life.” She let out a sigh and slumped forward in her seat. “I don’t know, Dane. It’s hard to explain, but I can’t help the feeling that there’s more to her than what I know.”

      “Then maybe you should ask her.”

      “That right there tells me you know the truth.” Her eyes began to mist, no matter how rapidly she blinked them. “You know, don’t you? Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Because it’s not my place to say anything.”

      Her chest expanded with her deep inhalation. “I think that answered my question.”

      “Are you going to say anything to her?”

      She stood and glanced behind her once more. The way her body appeared to soften, almost going completely slack, showed the contentment and emotion coursing through her. This was a mother finally getting answers about her child. The child she never knew anything about. The piece of her she’d given away, entrusted strangers to care for, without ever knowing her gender.

      When she faced me again, her tears had fallen, and the sight bathed me in peace. Peace for Eden. Peace for the younger Janette who had to make one of the toughest decisions of her teenage life. “She hasn’t said anything to me for a reason. So I feel like I should respect that and keep this to myself.”

      “Maybe she hasn’t said anything because she’s afraid of your response. I’m not trying to put words in her mouth, because she hasn’t opened up much to me about this topic, but I know she deals with abandonment issues. I think if she knew your side of the story, knew where you were at mentally and emotionally when you put her up for adoption, it might help you both heal.”

      “With all due respect, Dane,” she said with a smirk and a hand on her hip. “You’re an investor, not a psychologist.”

      I simply laughed beneath my breath and shook my head, finding amusement in her throwing my words back in my face. “Whatever. You know I’m right. Do with the information as you please, but whatever you do, don’t tell her I told you. Because I didn’t.”

      “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      “There is no secret. I didn’t tell you.”

      She walked across the room and held onto the door handle. “I won’t say anything. It’s a little hard to explain how I figured it out anyway.”

      Even though my conversation with Janette didn’t take away the shock of the truth, it was enough to clear my muddled mind. I was able to get through the files Eden had left for me and make it to the end of the day. I waited until I knew Eden was out of the building before sending her a text.

      Grow old with me.

      I knew she’d ignore it, just like she ignored my texts every evening. But it didn’t stop me. After Janette had imparted some wisdom on me, I had a clear understanding of where things were headed with me and Gabi, and me and Eden.

      Although, I was sure Heidi would be tired of me asking for legal favors.

      I figured I’d throw her an early bonus to make up for the added personal work I’d be asking her for.
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      Dropping off a document for Eden, I found a real estate brochure on her desk. I went to reach for it, hoping it would give me some clue on what kinds of homes she was on the hunt for, but before I could pick it up, she walked into her office from the hall.

      She slapped her hand against her chest as she stared at me with wide eyes and a gaping mouth. “You scared me, Dane. What are you doing in here?”

      I moved away from her desk to allow her space to settle in for the day. She set her purse down and took her seat, all while watching me, waiting for an explanation. I pointed to the paper in front of her and said, “Just dropping off some work for you.”

      It was Thursday, approaching the end of the work week, and the closer we got to Friday, the more I seemed to want to be near her, knowing I’d have to go the entire weekend without seeing or hearing from her. If she’d picked up on it, she hadn’t said anything.

      “I see you have one of those booklets for houses. Have you found one?”

      She grabbed it off the top of her desk and shoved it into a drawer while cutting her eyes at me and smirking. “I believe that’s considered a personal question.”

      “Not really. I mean, if you’ve found a house, you’ll be needing time off for inspections and closing. Then the time to move and get settled in. I think that falls under the category of business-related questions. It directly concerns me, considering you’re my assistant and all.”

      “You’re insane.” She giggled and shook her head. “But fine, to answer your question, yes. I think I’ve found something. But it’s not a done deal yet. It’s a little out of my price range, so I have to talk with the bank about my options.”

      “If it’s more than you can afford, then maybe you should keep looking.”

      “It’s not that much out of my budget. And it’s perfect. It has everything I’m looking for and then some. I think I’ll cry if I don’t get this house.” Realizing the personal information she shared, she shook it off and scooted her chair closer to the desk.

      “What if I gave you a raise? Would that help?” I didn’t want to help her buy a house, but if it meant she’d have everything she wanted, then I’d do it. With, of course, the hope I’d eventually be living under that roof with her.

      “I’m not accepting a raise from you outside my evaluation, Dane. That wouldn’t look good to anyone, and I refuse to use this”—she waved her hand between us—“as a reason to get more money.” Focusing on the papers in front of her, she silently dismissed me.

      It’d been three days since Janette and I discovered Eden’s secret. I wanted to ask her about it, see if she was aware we knew, but Eden had nearly perfected the art of holding me at arm’s length. And I would’ve asked Janette, but she’d made herself scarce since leaving my office Monday.

      I felt antsy, the waiting game with Eden getting the best of me. I was isolated most of the time at the office, considering Eden kept herself holed up behind the closed door with the shades drawn on the adjoining window. And I was alone at home. I still didn’t have answers, didn’t have a house to focus on, didn’t have anyone to keep me company on the pier. I never felt so lonely before, and I’d been in a relationship for twelve years with a woman who spent most of the time ignoring me while we were in the same room. I just had to push through and keep the faith.

      To help pass the weekend, knowing I wouldn’t be able to see Eden for two days and needing something to do with my time, I made an appointment to get another tattoo. I’d discussed it with the guy who’d done all my ink since moving home after college. I didn’t need to see his sketch before Saturday, because I knew it’d be flawless. It was an entire side piece that would take up both days in his chair. I needed Eden to trust me and take me back before I was covered from head to toe in ink. At this point, I was desperate to do anything to fill my time away from her.

      As of right now, I had scheduled my realtor to show me more options after work on Friday, the two sessions over the weekend for my new tattoo, and then another visit with Gabi Monday morning. Yet it still wasn’t enough to keep me from losing my mind.

      My texts to Eden had progressed from telling her to marry me and grow old with me to asking her to have my children. That was the last one I’d sent her, less than an hour after work on Wednesday. At least that one earned me a response. An emoji. Not just any emoji, though. A little yellow confused face. I replied with a little yellow baby and a baby bottle. She apparently didn’t feel the need to continue that conversation.

      “Well…I guess since you’re busy, I’ll just head to my office.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Dane,” she replied without taking her eyes off her computer screen.

      I knew I was probably pushing my luck, but I couldn’t help it. Throughout the rest of the day, I’d called her into my office for every little thing. By lunch, she’d started to ask me the level of importance to what I needed her for. By three o’clock, she was telling me to just email her. And by four, she stopped answering my calls altogether.

      When she came in Friday morning, she headed straight to my desk and handed me a notebook and pen.

      “From now on, anytime you need something from me, write it down. If it’s a pressing matter that needs my attention immediately, call me. If not, make yourself a note and ask me all at once when you see me.”

      “I never ask you for anything that’s not a pressing matter.” I tried to keep a straight face.

      I failed.

      And so did she.

      “Dane, calling me in here to ask what the weather will be like this weekend isn’t considered urgent. Write it down or look it up yourself.”

      “Well, it’s urgent if I have to make plans,” I muttered under my breath.

      All she did was shake her head and walk away.

      Friday was a repeat of Thursday, although when she started ignoring my calls before lunch, I had to resort to her method of making notes and asking her all at once. That took all the fun out of it.

      “So I’ll see you Monday?” she asked after checking in with me for the last time of the day.

      “Yeah, but I’ll be late again. So I’ll need you to handle any emails that come in flagged as important. And any calls that can’t wait for me to get in. You shouldn’t have any, but in case something comes up with the San Diego Mom buyback next week, I just want to make sure you’re on the lookout.”

      “You have a meeting Monday morning?”

      “Uh…” I stumbled on my words, not expecting her to question why I’d be late. I’d gotten so used to her not asking me anything for fear of crossing the employer-employee relationship, that she caught me off guard. “I’ll be visiting Gabi at the clinic.”

      Had I not been paying attention, I would’ve missed the way her shoulders drooped.

      “Eden, it’s—”

      “Stop, Dane.” She held up her hand to silence me. “I don’t need to know. You’ll be late on Monday, and I have to watch out for flagged emails and take important calls. That’s all I need to know. Have a great weekend. I’ll see you when you get in on Monday.” And just like that, she was gone.

      I didn’t wait around the office. I finished what I was doing, closed my computer down, and left. Rather than heading home to sit there alone, I met up with the realtor at the first house he wanted to show me. I knew as soon as I parked in the driveway I wasn’t interested. But I was in no rush, so I looked around as if it had potential before moving on to the next.

      Three houses later, I parked behind him in front of a house that caught my attention immediately. It was on a corner lot with the garage facing one street and the front door facing the other. The driveway and path leading to the front, as well as the porch, were pavers brick. The lawn was thick and green, well taken care of, and so was the rest of the exterior. For the first time since this house hunting thing started, I finally felt excitement.

      The interior was smaller than most of the ones he’d shown me, but still enough room to raise a family. And as if that wasn’t enough, my decision was solidified as soon as we stepped out into the back yard. It sloped toward a wide lake, sand taking over halfway down. Wooden planks led a path from the edge of the grass to a dock that extended out about twenty feet into the water. It was my very own pier, and I couldn’t wait to watch the sky change colors with the sunset while holding Eden in my arms.

      “I want to put in an offer,” I said while staring off across the lake.

      “You haven’t even seen the rest of the house.” He laughed, as if I were joking.

      I wasn’t. “I don’t need to see it. You said the owners are out and looking for a quick closing date?”

      “Yes.” He checked his notepad and nodded. “That’s correct.”

      “Fantastic. Because so am I. I’m ready to move in now. Tell them I’ll pay the asking price in cash.”

      I turned around and grew lost in the view while he paced the yard with his phone pressed against his ear. Truth be told, with as under budget as this house was, I’d hoped a cash purchase would speed the process along.

      I couldn’t wait to move in.

      Before I knew it, we were in the kitchen signing paperwork, and I was writing him a check of good faith. He laughed at me and told me I didn’t need to give them that much—half of the asking price—but I wasn’t about to chance this sale falling through.

      Leaving the house I’d hoped to soon share with Eden, I took out my phone and sent her a text.

      Move in with me.

      As expected, she didn’t reply.
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      Sitting next to Gabi on a couch in an office at the facility, I found myself more nervous than ever before. It’d only been a week since I’d last seen her, but I knew this visit would be different. This would be the last one. There were things that needed to be said, and I wouldn’t leave until we’d both gotten everything out on the table.

      Dr. Thomas once again started the conversation by talking about how well Gabi had been doing, and how much stronger she had become in the two weeks since arriving. He attributed a lot of that to her inner strength, as well as the support I’d shown her over the years.

      What surprised me was when he stood and told us he’d allow us some time alone to talk about things. “I’ll be right outside, Gabriella. If you feel overwhelmed and need some help, or need me to end the meeting, all you have to do is tell me. Okay?”

      She nodded with a grin, while I watched with confusion as he let himself out.

      “I have some things to tell you.” Her voice was soft yet oddly confident.

      “Before you do that, I need to say something first.” I turned in my seat to face her. “I’ve been by your side through everything, and I have done it without an ounce of regret. I loved you, I do love you, and I will always love you, but it’s not the kind of love you deserve. It’s not the kind that will put a smile on your face or light you up from the inside out. I don’t mean to say this to hurt you. Lord knows that’s the last thing I want to do. But I think I tie you to your past. I keep you there with those dark demons. And you deserve to be freed from those binds.”

      She stared at the wall across the room, and I waited patiently for her to show me her eyes again. Her shoulders rose slowly with each exaggerated breath, and then she faced me once more. Her eyes were filled with tears as more fell down her cheeks. My heart broke at the sight. I was a man who couldn’t handle watching a woman cry. And for the first time, I had no idea how to comfort her. I had no words.

      She settled into the chair and smiled. I became even more confused.

      “I’m so relieved to hear you say that, Dane. I was so worried about all this. I love you, I honestly do. But therapy has helped me understand so much. I’ve learned a lot and it makes me sad for myself that I hadn’t done that sooner.”

      “I don’t understand, Gabi.”

      She smiled again and then rested her hand over mine on the cushion between us. “I have spent the last decade clinging to you as if you were my lifeline. Waiting for you to save me like I was on life support. I didn’t have anyone else. You were it. Though my feelings for you are as real as the air I breathe, I have turned that air into pollution with my dependency on you. I’ve dragged myself down and taken you with me.”

      I found myself holding on to her every word, waiting on the edge of my seat for her to continue.

      “I was always so scared that if you left me, I’d be all alone. Which I pretty much will be, but I have also learned that being alone isn’t bad. I realize now that I have people I can confide in, and how much it helps to talk. I’ve kept everything inside for so long that I hadn’t even thought about how freeing it would be to get it all out.”

      “So what does this mean? What are you trying to say?” I needed clarification.

      She touched my face and looked me right in the eyes. “I appreciate everything you have ever done for me. None of it has gone unnoticed. You are an amazing man, Dane, the epitome of kindness with a gigantic heart. Without you, I don’t know where I’d be. But like you said, no matter how good or kind or sweet you are, you will always tie me to everything I need to escape. You tie me to my mom, Todd, Sean, this whole damn town. I’ve realized I need to get out and try things.”

      “Alone?” The thought worried me. She had never been alone before, and I didn’t know how she would handle it. I knew it didn’t have anything to do with me, but it didn’t stop me from being concerned.

      “No. The girl I told you about last week—my roommate—she’ll go with me. We’ve grown really close and she mentioned something to me last week. We talked about it and then I talked to my doctor. He thinks it’s a good idea. I just need more counseling before we go ahead with our plans.”

      “Do what?”

      “We’ve decided to talk to other victims about what we’ve gone through. We want to help other young girls. Neither one of us had anyone we could turn to that would’ve understood, and we’ve both felt like outsiders. That no one could possibly relate to what we were going through, so we internalized it. We don’t want other girls to feel that way. So we’re teaming up with a group of women who go around and talk to people—educate them.”

      “Just knock on doors and stuff like that?”

      She smiled brightly and shook her head. “There will be some speaking engagements at hospitals and rehab facilities like this one. One-on-one meetings with victims. That sort of thing. But I’m not ready for all that yet. I still need more therapy before any of that can happen. But I know it’s something I’m interested in for my future. I have a goal. I want to help people…like you do.”

      “I’m really proud of you, Gabs.” I couldn’t hide the beaming grin and the relief that filled me, knowing she was surviving. More than I ever thought she would. This was the woman I knew she could be, and I was beyond excited to see her growth and improvement.

      “I’ve wondered a lot lately if you ever loved me the way I love you, but I’ve started to figure out that my love for you isn’t what I always thought it was. I think I loved you because, in some way, you made me feel safe. But I’m learning that I need to make myself feel safe. No one can do that for me.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I was happy to hear she’d learned to let me go, and it made me feel better knowing I wasn’t breaking her heart. Although, I still had a hard time acknowledging her after that confession. “So, where are you moving to?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “When?” I felt like a heartless asshole asking her that, as if I were pushing her away, but that’s not what it was. I only wanted to make sure she was prepared when the time came.

      “That’s the thing. Not for another six to twelve months. I have a lot of counseling to do and I still have a lot to learn about dealing with victims. But it’s what I want and I plan on doing it. I have to focus first on getting myself better so I can help others. My friend is trying to get her own place, but I don’t have any money to help her out. I don’t want to have to rely solely on her, so I’m going to start trying to find a job.”

      Just like that, everything fell into place, as if this was fate unfolding. “I’m putting the condo up for sale. I just purchased a house, and I’ll be closing on it this week. I was waiting to find a place first before selling our unit, but now that I have, the realtor is getting it on the market. He doesn’t think it’ll take long at all to sell. I’ve opened an account in your name, and I plan on putting half of the money from the sale in there. Before you argue with me, you should know it’s already a done deal. I already have it set up, ready for you when you’re discharged. You don’t need to have other things to worry about, especially now that you’ve got a plan and a goal to strive for.”

      “Oh, Dane…I’ve already told you I can’t accept that. You’ve taken care of me for so long, and I can’t let you keep doing it.” A fat tear rolled down her cheek.

      “No…you said you couldn’t accept the condo. And I understand why. It’s a reminder of us, and I’m just another reminder of the things you’ve had to go through. Think of this money as a gift. My way of saying I’m proud of you, and the start of becoming who you were always meant to be. You know I can’t leave you with nothing. You deserve way more than that. Way more than I could ever provide.”

      She leaned forward and fell into me with her arms wrapped tightly around my neck. “Thank you so much, Dane. You have no idea how much I appreciate this…and you.”

      I squeezed her to me and then let her go. “Just promise me you’ll keep working on yourself so you can travel around and help other women in your shoes.”

      She glanced at her hand, wrapped in mine, before meeting my gaze again. “This feels so final. I knew prior to seeing you this morning that this would be the end, but this just makes it real. The house we’ve lived in together will be gone, all the memories boxed up and moved out.” Heartache filled her words and clenched my chest.

      “I know.” I wiped away a tear from her cheek with the pad of my thumb. “But that only means we aren’t holding each other back anymore. We’re moving on to bigger and better things. Saying goodbye is never easy, but sometimes it’s for the best. Just think of it that way. You’re made for better things than the life you had with me.” I was surprised by the emotion clogging my throat and stinging the backs of my eyes.

      She held onto me and cried silently into my shirt.

      I never thought walking away from her would be so hard.
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      My emotions were all over the place on my way to the office. I needed Eden, needed her to settle the storm raging inside. I no longer cared about the senseless rules she’d set upon us. Personal issues or not, I’d talk to her. Because she was the only one who could give me peace.

      I didn’t regret my decision to separate myself from Gabi. It was for the best—for me and for her. Nor did I regret choosing to end the constant financial support. I’d told her I’d make sure she was taken care of after treatment, but I couldn’t continue supporting her the way I’d been doing. Once the condo sold, I’d deposit half the sale into the account I opened for her. After that, my financial obligation to Gabi would be done.

      The entire drive from the clinic to my office was a blur. Parking and making my way inside barely registered. I was on a mission. I needed Eden, and I couldn’t settle down until I found her. Gina greeted me, and I offered her an easy grin and subtle wave. But other than that, I couldn’t offer her more, my tunnel vision refusing to fully acknowledge anyone who wasn’t a fiery redhead with the ability to soothe my soul.

      I didn’t even have the wherewithal to knock. I just turned the handle to her office door and opened it. I’d only stepped one foot inside when everything came to a screeching halt. Eden sat in her chair, pushed enough away from the desk for me to see her legs crossed, the hem of her skirt clinging tight mid-thigh. The smile she had on her face when I opened the door immediately vanished, right about the time I noticed the guy leaning against the edge of her desk, facing away from the door. He peered over his shoulder, but other than that, made no move to get up…or leave her office.

      I’d seen him around the building before, but I didn’t know who he was or what department he worked in. I couldn’t keep up with everyone I employed unless I worked directly with them. While his expression remained the same, Eden reacted as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

      “He’s back,” the kid said. “Now we can go to lunch.”

      My stomach rolled. I didn’t even want to think about her having lunch with anyone else, let alone witness it.

      Eden stood from her seat. Her movements were unhurried and cautious, acting as if sudden movement would scare me off. Even her words were slow when she quietly asked me, “Are you okay?” Her eyes never left mine, worried and full of concern. Although, I ignored it and continued to glare at her. It wouldn’t have surprised me to know I wore a scowl, considering my entire body coiled tight with pain and anger. “You seem upset…is everything all right?”

      “Just personal things…which is none of your business,” I growled out through gritted teeth. “Any emails or calls I should know about before you go on your lunch date?” Had I taken a glance at the guy next to her, I probably would’ve found a frightened kid, but I didn’t. I didn’t care enough about him to look in his direction.

      Eden flinched at my tone, but seemed to push through enough to point in the direction of my office, right at the closed blinds covering the window. “Um, no. But I did put a few files—”

      “I’m sure I can figure that out when I get to my desk.” And with that, I turned on my heel and headed the few feet down the hall to my office. Before I could get my door open, I heard his whispered words calling me an asshole, and making some suggestion of my need to get laid. I ignored it with a clenched fist and threw my door open before slamming it closed behind me.

      My heart thudded loudly and my face became feverish. Blood rushed in angry waves through my ears, making me miss the sound of the door opening and Eden walking in. It wasn’t until she said my name that I realized I wasn’t alone. She’d followed me. And when I turned to face her, I noticed she was alone. The door had been closed behind her, and she stood across the room with her hands twisting in front of her. Fear—and possibly rejection—darkened her eyes. A mask of anxiety covered her face.

      I did nothing but stand next to my desk, staring at her, waiting for her to speak. I didn’t trust myself to say anything. I knew anything I said would be out of anger and used to hurt her. I didn’t want to hurt her. She didn’t deserve it. But that didn’t calm the desire to spew venom at her, lashing out so she could feel an ounce of the pain consuming me.

      “Dane…” she started, clearly unsure of what to say. “Is…is she okay? Did something happen?”

      “As you’ve pointed out so many times, that’s a personal question. You’re my assistant, Eden. That’s it. So how Gabi is or how I’m feeling doesn’t concern you.” I angrily waved her off. “You should hurry before your friend leaves without you.”

      “Is that what this is about? Me having lunch with Paul? It’s only lunch, Dane.”

      “Yeah. Just like our lunches were ‘only’ lunch. And our conversations were merely words. And that night together was nothing but sex.” I was furious, and my tone matched. However, beneath the vicious words and angry exterior, it was clear as day to anyone in the vicinity that my reaction was driven by agony. And it didn’t go unnoticed by Eden.

      She crossed the room and stood in front of me, only my desk separating us. “Well, I’m on my lunch break now. I’m off the clock. You’re not my boss and I’m not your assistant for the next hour. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on. You came bursting into my office like a man holding on to his sanity. What happened?”

      “I am a man holding on to his sanity, Eden. For the last two weeks, I’ve done nothing but put the pieces of my life back together. But you wouldn’t know any of that because you’ve put these restrictions on our relationship. I can’t tell you about anything I’ve done to create a life for us because it’s personal.” Weight fell from my shoulders and I felt like I was about to fall apart, right in front of her. “I’m barely holding on. If a butterfly flapped its wings too close to me, I just might crumble.”

      Without saying a word, Eden turned her back on me and walked to the door. She stepped out into the hallway, and I could no longer hold myself up. I fell into my seat, my head dropping into my hands. Everything that had happened since I sat down with Gabi this morning all came rushing back, melding together until my emotions blackened to turmoil. It coursed through me with the speed of a freight train, threatening to take me down at any moment.

      Then, the sound of an angel eased enough of the pain for me to pick my head up, taking note of Eden sitting across from me. I didn’t understand why she was there, and honestly, wondered if I’d completely lost my mind and had begun to hallucinate.

      “I thought you had lunch plans.”

      She lifted one shoulder slightly, just enough to showcase the pity in her expression. “It was only lunch. You need me, so I’m here. Talk to me.”

      Suddenly, my mind went blank. I had nothing to say, so I silently stared at her.

      “You’re clearly upset with our arrangement. Let’s start there,” she pushed.

      “You mean the arrangement where we see each other at work, but don’t talk about anything other than work? If it doesn’t involve acquisitions, proposals, contracts, or buybacks then it’s deemed a personal matter and not to be discussed? That arrangement?”

      She huffed and briefly closed her eyes. “Can you for one second see how difficult this is for me and accept that I’m doing the best I can?”

      “No. I can’t. Because you refuse to see what this does to me.”

      “I’m not refusing to see anything, Dane.” Her tone was soft, almost sad, but it didn’t stop me from arguing with her. I could tell she didn’t want a fight, but no matter how hard I tried to hold it together, I failed.

      “I saw Gabi this morning. To say goodbye. I’ve done everything I can to make sure she’s taken care of after she’s out of rehab, but from now on, she’s on her own.” Utter heartache clogged my throat and made it difficult to get the words out. “I had to break a promise to someone I’d sworn to protect. I promised her I would take care of her, keep her safe, never let anything else ever happen to her again. And I had to fucking say goodbye to her this morning. After all that, I needed you, Eden.”

      “I’m here, Dane. I haven’t gone anywhere.”

      “But you’re not here. You have cut yourself out of my life in every way I’ve cut myself out of Gabi’s. You keep the door closed, the blinds shut. I only see you when you’re picking up or dropping off files or documents. I have no one to talk to. No one to tell me I’m doing the right thing. No one to make me feel okay for turning my back on someone I’ve shared so much history with. I’ve been there for anyone who’s ever needed it, and the one time I need someone to be there for me…I’m all alone. So don’t tell me you’ve been here, because you haven’t.”

      Eden blinked rapidly, releasing a tear that she quickly brushed away. In a soft, emotion-filled tone, she started to explain. “I was there for you, listening to your stories about how you fell in love with Gabi. Listening to you talk about the physical pain you felt over her depression. I can’t count how many times I had to hear you tell me that you loved her. No matter how hard I fought against developing feelings for you, I lost. So every time you came to me, upset about Gabi, telling me how much you wished she’d get better so you two could ride off into the sunset together, I had to push my own feelings aside and be supportive.”

      The agony in her voice wound tight around me until I couldn’t breathe.

      “I told you the things you needed to hear—work it out, be there for her, do what you felt was right. All the while, my heart broke a little more. Every time you told me how miserable you were, inside, I was screaming, ‘I can make you happy. Choose me.’ And when you finally did, I didn’t want to believe it. I knew we were rushing. I knew it’d blow up in my face. But I wanted you, and so I gave in.”

      She wiped away another tear. I was on the verge of saying something, but she continued.

      “I had a taste of what it’d be like to be yours. Just a taste. Then you went running back to her. I don’t think you comprehend how much that killed me. I understood why you did what you did. I don’t blame you for anything. She needed you and you were there for her. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t cut me like a knife. And all I asked was that you take some time to get it all figured out. Because I knew this would happen. This…right here. You’d have to completely sever ties with her at some point—make the decision to cut her off financially, emotionally. And I knew that wouldn’t be easy. Doesn’t mean I didn’t want to be there for you when it happened. I just can’t bear the pain of listening to it. Of seeing how it affects you. I’m trying to protect myself, Dane.”

      “So you decided to go on lunch dates with other guys while I go through this alone?” I spat at her.

      “That’s not what it was.”

      “You looked pretty cozy when I walked in.” I didn’t want to sound jealous, but that’s how I felt. I didn’t like what it did to me to see her laughing with someone else, to see her smile at him the way she used to smile at me. I wanted to hit the guy, fire him, do something to make him disappear. And that wasn’t the kind of person I was. Despite attacking Sean, I wasn’t a violent person. Yet one second of seeing Eden act natural around another man left me with nothing but violent thoughts.

      “I’m not interested in him.” Sincerity brightened her eyes.

      I sighed and leaned back in my seat, wincing when my side stretched.

      She must’ve sensed my discomfort, because her eyes narrowed and she asked, “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      “No. I’m fine. Just a new tattoo. It’s still sore and likes to catch me off guard when I forget it’s there.” I took in her reaction, carefully studying her expression. I could tell she wanted to ask me about it. She stared intently at my side as if she could see through my shirt. But rather than giving her answers, I stood and said, “I have a lot to catch up on. Enjoy your break.”

      Blinking at me, she carefully removed herself from the chair and left my office, not saying another word. I’d left the clinic needing Eden to make everything right again. But instead, she broke me down even more than I already was. I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want to put any more barriers between us. All I wanted was for her to understand what she’d done to me. And the look on her face as she walked away from me proved I’d done just that. I’d made her feel as horrible as I did.

      I had no idea when Eden returned to her office, as she never let me know. I buried myself in work in order to take my mind off my morning and off the issues with Eden. One of the companies I’d taken over was back on its feet and preparing to retake control of its business operations. I went ahead and got that revised contract all ready to go. All it needed were signatures and my reimbursement.

      Focusing on work got me through to Tuesday afternoon. Things with Eden had gone from bad to worse. The majority of our communication existed through emails. If for some reason she had to come to me, we barely spoke. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to talk to her or see her…it just seemed as though we were stuck in this space of neither person knowing what to say or how to act. My silence fed into hers, and her avoidance enticed mine. No matter how many times I’d thought of her, I couldn’t bring myself to do anything about it. I knew it would only be a few more days before I had all the pieces in place, and then I could go to her. Hopefully then, she’d see all I’d done for her, for us. I told her I’d prove myself to her, and that’s what I had to focus on.

      I’d found out the seller had already signed over the title for the house. All we were waiting on was my signature, and then the keys would be mine. I’d made an appointment with the title agency for this afternoon to go in and take care of my part. The realtor had also called with an offer on the condo. It was less than the asking price, but I didn’t care. I was ready to put it all behind me and move on, so I accepted. They wanted to close in four weeks, but I knew it wouldn’t take that long to get out of it. I’d sold it furnished, so all I had to take with me were my personal effects. I’d already boxed up all Gabi’s things and put them in storage for her.

      I had to leave an hour early from work in order to make it downtown, but when I went to inform Eden that I was leaving, she wasn’t in her office. Rather than sending her an email to let her know I’d be out of the office until the morning, I jotted a quick note and left it on her desk.

      Signing the title didn’t take long, and before I knew it, I had the keys to my new house in hand. I drove straight there, only making a quick stop to pick up a twelve pack of beer. The electricity still had to be turned on, so instead of going inside, I cut through the yard and sat on the dock. It was dark and quiet, the perfect combination to think.

      I’d done all this for Eden. To show her what she meant to me. But maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe she’d been right all along. I needed to do this for me. I had to let go of Gabi and the pain I felt in regards to the relationship that had ended. I needed to learn to be me, to take care of myself. I needed to put myself first and stop trying to be everything for everyone else.

      This had to be about me.

      As I sat there, beer in hand, I looked at everything I’d done over the last month. I analyzed my every move, my every decision. I bought a house. Even though I’d believed that was for Eden, I knew that wasn’t the case. Yes, I found something that reminded me of her and bought it with the hopes of sharing it with her, raising a family with her in it, but that wasn’t the reason for the move. I made the decision to let go of the condo for me. Because that place was never mine. It never felt like home, and I so desperately needed a place to call mine. It was also part of letting Gabi go.

      That was the hardest part. Letting her go. Making the decision to not only walk away, but to cut her out of my life for good. Hearing her tell me she felt the same and understood why it was for the best made things easier. It made me see it as more of a mutual decision instead of me carelessly hurting her.

      Once I had everything out of the condo and into the house, had it all set up and lived in, I could go after Eden. But sitting here, I realized I couldn’t do that until I had taken all the necessary steps. As much as I wanted to continue my texts, asking her to marry me and spend the rest of her life with me, I knew I had to slow it down. Not turn my back, not give up, but allow me to make the final arrangements of separating my old life from the one I hoped to share with Eden. And considering we hadn’t spoken much at work lately, I wouldn’t have had to change anything. I only had to keep things the way they were for a little while longer until I could say with conviction that I’d lived alone, I’d taken time for myself, I’d moved on.

      Until I could tell her I wanted her, and she’d believe me.

      I needed her to have no doubt in her mind.
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      Shopping for furniture proved to be harder than I’d ever imagined. The bed was easy. The moment I saw the photo online of the four-poster bed made to look like it’d been carved straight from a tree, I knew that was the one I wanted to share with Eden. I hadn’t picked it out for her, but for us. However, that was about the only piece of furniture I’d been able to choose.

      I had everything else narrowed down to a few choices, although I needed help making the final decisions. I had the website pulled up on my computer when Eden came into my office. I expected her to drop something off, maybe give me a short explanation about it, and then leave. So when she sat in the chair across from me, I was a little taken aback.

      “Are we okay, Dane? The last two days have been strained and I don’t know how to handle it. And if I’m being honest, it’s kind of affecting my job. I have to talk myself into knocking on your door, and if there’s something I need to tell you, I get nervous. I just want to make sure we’re okay.”

      “Define ‘okay.’ Because it seems like we’ve been many different things to each other, and I don’t know which one is right. But if you’re asking if I’m mad, then the answer is no. I’m not angry or upset with you. I’m only trying to get through this part of my life so I can move on.”

      Her gaze dropped to my desk, where she stared at seemingly nothing, lost in thought. “Okay. That makes sense. I just haven’t known how to act around you, and I’m unfamiliar with that.”

      “That’s easy…act like yourself.”

      “Easier said than done. I had kind of gotten used to your joking moods—and your texts. But it’s been a while since I’ve had either of those things. I know something changed on Monday between us. I guess I’m worried it’s permanent.”

      My heart pounded at her words—although, it felt lighter, as if it became easier to beat. “I wasn’t sure if you were even getting my texts. You never responded to them. And when you told me how hard it is for you to be my friend, to be there for me while I’m going through this life change, I guess I assumed you didn’t care to hear from me.”

      “Dane,” she whispered and almost slouched in her seat. “I never meant that I don’t want to be your friend. I know I said you couldn’t come to me with personal things, but really, that was only so I didn’t have to listen to you talk about how sad you are over the Gabi situation. That’s selfish of me—I know. But I couldn’t chance getting my hopes up that you were letting her go, only to have my heart obliterated when you changed your mind and decided to be with her again. I didn’t mean to let you down or make you feel isolated. Please, believe me when I tell you that.”

      “I believe you. And I get it. It was careless of me to come to you about that. I guess I never thought there was anything I couldn’t go to you with. But you asked me to do this on my own, so that’s what I’ve decided to do. I haven’t ignored you over the last two days because I’m angry. Yes, I was upset and hurt, but that’s not why I’ve stayed to myself. I’m simply trying to give you what you asked for, while also learning how to do things on my own. You were right when you said I was jumping from one relationship to the next, and that I needed time for me. So that’s what I’m doing.”

      She seemed sad, sorrow dimming her eyes, but then again, I wasn’t exactly sure what I expected. “I’m really glad to hear that. You deserve some peace after everything that’s happened lately. And honestly, you haven’t had your own identity since you were a teenager. I think it’s good for you to find that. Learn who you are.”

      “I already know who I am. I’m the same person I’ve always been. The only difference is now I’m single and don’t have to worry about taking care of someone else. But regardless if I’m with someone or not, I’ll still be the person who wants to care for others. That’s who I am at the core. Who I always will be. Making others happy is what makes me happy.”

      “So what kinds of things are you doing with your time?”

      I smirked, about to tease her for asking a personal question, but I didn’t want this conversation to end. I didn’t want to send her off to her office after days of not having any time with her. So instead of throwing her rules back in her face, I turned my computer screen to face her. “I’m redecorating. Turns out, I know nothing about style. Help me pick out a couch. These are the ones I narrowed it down to.”

      Her eyes lit up as she leaned closer to see the images. “I like the beige one. It’s mature looking. It’s the epitome of what I picture for a family room. But the black one is more manly. It all depends if you’re looking to have a bachelor vibe to the room. One says family man while the other hints to a sophisticated single guy.” She was fishing, I could tell. But I wouldn’t give in.

      I turned the monitor again and added the couch to the list for the store to put on my order. Then I pulled up the next set of options, moving the monitor for her to see them. “What about end tables? And do I need a coffee table?”

      “That all depends on the entertainment center. You want them to match.”

      I switched the screen to the options for wall units and let her choose one.

      “I like the mahogany one. You could display trinkets and things behind the glass doors, and it still has a lot of room for a big TV. But if you go with the black couch, that would probably clash. So I’d say the more industrial looking one would go better with the black. It would fit with the single man vibe.”

      Refusing to look her in the eye, knowing I’d give away more than I cared to, I returned to the end tables and gave her a moment to look at the options.

      “It’s kind of hard to pick when I don’t know which couch you’re getting.”

      I snickered and raised an eyebrow. “You did fine picking out a wall unit without knowing. Who knows, maybe I’ll end up changing my mind about all of it depending on which end tables I like the best. I like how you’re pairing the furniture. It’s easier to see it all in my head.”

      “Okay…” She adjusted in her seat to get closer to the computer again. “The solid mahogany matches the entertainment center, and like the beige couch, it’s mature and seems fitting for a family room.”

      I waited for her to give me other opinions, and when she didn’t, I saw through her. “And which one would go with the black couch?”

      “Oh, the single man feel…yeah. Well…” Her eyes softened as she focused on the screen in front of her. The disappointment rolled off her in waves. “Out of these, I’d have to say the one that’s stained black with the glass tops, and the matching coffee table. But honestly, if you can find one that matches the TV stand, that would be best.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t see any on this site. I’ll probably have to look around for one of those. But you’re right—it should match the entire room. See? Look how much you’re helping me. I’ve never decorated a room before. Without your eye, this could’ve been a disaster. Now…” I switched to another screen. “What do you think of these kitchen tables?”

      “Are you redoing your whole place?”

      I shrugged. “Gabi had picked out all the furniture, so yeah, I need everything.”

      With a nod, she turned her attention to the options of kitchen tables I’d shown her. “These larger ones are too big for one person. Those are more for families. You’d need one of these smaller ones.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. I mean, it’s only me, but what if I have people over?”

      She eyed me with curiosity and smirked. “What kind of company would you have over? Have you made new friends in the last few days?”

      “You never know. I could have a woman over for dinner…or breakfast.” I was pretty sure I’d gone too far with that statement. She quickly glanced away and seemed to have grown uncomfortable. I wanted to say something to ease her mind, but she didn’t let me.

      “Then go with this one. It comes with a removable center so it can either seat four or six.” Without looking at me again, she stood from her seat and stepped away from the desk. “If that’s all, I have to get to work. I was just making sure we were okay…and it seems like we are.”

      “Whatever happened to that house you found?” I called out, halting her escape.

      “I wasn’t able to get it.” She didn’t offer any other explanation before disappearing into her office, closing the door behind her. It seemed she wasn’t ready to keep it open, or the blinds for that matter. But I couldn’t obsess over it. I’d led her to believe I was taking time to be single, and possibly meet someone. I could’ve corrected her, but after ignoring her for a few days, she finally admitted she’d missed my attention. I only needed to get through the weekend, get everything in place, and I knew it would all be okay.

      She needed to miss me as much as I’d missed her.

      And then she’d be willing to see how much she wanted to be with me.

      It wasn’t a game I’d set out to play, but one that had fallen into my lap. If it worked, I had to play along. I needed her to know for certain that she wanted the same things I did, because I couldn’t chance getting her back, only for her to run away again.

      I sent the list of furniture I decided to purchase to the salesman and paid for it over the phone. Delivery was scheduled for the next day, which meant I’d have to miss work. Normally, I would’ve cared and planned to have it all delivered on Saturday, but I didn’t want to wait that long to get moved into the house.

      The San Diego Mom buyback went smoothly, which helped ease my mind about taking the next day off. However, for the rest of the day, Eden was quiet and kept to herself. Had I not been so busy, I might’ve gone to her to make sure she was all right, but every time I finished one thing, another was brought to my attention. When she didn’t come to my office at a quarter till five like she always did to ask if I needed anything before she went home, I closed down my computer and went to her.

      “I’m getting ready to leave…are you still working?”

      She shook her head, keeping her back to me, but other than that, she didn’t say anything.

      “Okay. So are you about ready to get out of here.”

      This time, she nodded, but again, said nothing.

      “Are you okay, Eden?” I stepped farther into her office and only stopped when she held up her hand.

      “I’m okay.” Tears filled her voice, and it worried me.

      I moved to the side of her desk and took a look at her, concerned by the fact she’d been crying. “What happened?”

      “It’s fine, Dane. Nothing to worry about. It’s personal, and nothing I can’t deal with.” She tried to smile, although it was weak and lifeless. “I’ll be okay. I just need to go home and get some sleep. I’ll be back to normal tomorrow.”

      “Speaking of tomorrow…I won’t be here. I have…uh, I have some business to take care of and it should take all day. So I’ll need you to fill in for me in case someone needs something right away.”

      She wiped her face and grabbed her purse off the back of her chair. “Yup. Sounds good.”

      I didn’t want to leave her like this, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. She’d erected her walls again, reverting to not speaking of personal matters to me. “Okay. Well, I have to get going. I have a lot to do at home before tomorrow. Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

      “I’m sure. Go, Dane. You don’t need to wait around for me. You’re a busy man.”

      I nodded but stood back to wait for her. We walked out of the building together, neither saying a word. And when she headed toward her car, I went to mine. It didn’t sit well with me, but I was resigned to the fact there wasn’t much I could do if she wouldn’t let me. But still, it festered for the rest of the evening, which made packing and cleaning take that much longer.

      Which also meant I didn’t get much sleep.

      My alarm went off bright and early the next morning. Moving day was here and encouraged me to get out of bed. Like every morning, I went out to the balcony and leaned over the banister to take in the sight of the pier. This would be the last time I’d get to see the spot where I’d fallen in love with Eden. It was a little bittersweet, yet also slightly painful and worrisome.

      I was giving it up for a chance of having a new beginning with her, but with the way things had been between us, and how I’d left her yesterday after work, I began to question if I’d made the right decision. Yes, my choice to move on and look toward the future with Eden was right. But it was how I’d gone about it that made me apprehensive. Nothing had gone right between us all week. The fight, the avoidance, inadvertently leading her to believe I was embarking on a new life without her.

      It was all too much.

      But today was the day I’d get everything in place so I could set the record straight.

      Since I didn’t have much more than personal effects to move, I’d rented a small truck and was able to get everything moved in one trip. While I waited for the furniture to be delivered, I headed to the condo to do one final sweep, making sure I’d gotten everything out, and cleaned up what little mess I’d made this morning.

      Once the furniture was brought to the house and set up, everything else was easy. Unpacking helped the time move quickly, and I found myself impatient for the day to be over. I finally had everything put away and cleaned up just in time to grab a beer from my newly stocked fridge and head out to the dock. As soon as I sat down with my legs dangling over the edge, ready to take my first swig of the cold beer, my phone vibrated in my pocket. My heart clenched when I saw it was a text from Eden.

      Will you be back in the office tomorrow?

      I was a little stunned that she’d reached out to me, considering she hadn’t done that since before everything went to hell in a hand basket. But I didn’t waste any time responding.

      Yeah. Why? Do you need something?

      It took her a few minutes to reply. But once she did, I began to worry.

      I don’t think I’ll be able to make it in. Just wanted to make sure you were gonna be there.

      I immediately began to blow her phone up with questions, wondering if she was okay, if she was sick, if there was anything she needed. But she never answered. By my third beer, I’d gone beyond obsessing over her, and had even tried to call her, which proved to be unsuccessful. Rather than leave her a message, I chose to go back to texts. If she wouldn’t answer, then I’d just have to type everything out, knowing she’d at least read it.

      Live with me.

      Marry me.

      Grow old with me.

      Have babies with me.

      Share your life with me.

      Of course, she never responded to any of it. I didn’t expect her to. But at least she’d know how I felt. I didn’t want her to go on any longer under the misconception that I had given up. I wished I could’ve told her face to face, but she didn’t give me that option. So I did what I had to in order for the record to be set straight.

      Once again, I couldn’t sleep. It was comforting knowing I was on a new bed, in a new house, my fresh start, but not knowing Eden’s frame of mind made me uneasy. I’d tossed and turned all night before dragging myself out of bed when my alarm sounded. Knowing I wouldn’t get to see her face at least once until Monday made it difficult to find any motivation to start my day, but I had a company to run. I couldn’t spend my life consumed by Eden, no matter how much of a priority she was.

      Janette came to my office just before five, needing to go over a few things. Apparently, the story of my arrest had disappeared, the public had moved on to more important news. And people were no longer concerned with my ability to do business. She asked how things were with Gabi, and then offered a comforting smile when I explained how we’d ended it.

      “Have you talked at all to Eden?” I asked before she got up to leave.

      She froze for a moment, and that was enough of a reaction to answer my question. She must’ve known she couldn’t lie, because she settled into the chair. “I saw her in the hall yesterday and spoke to her for a few minutes, but she was busy so I let her go. I finally gave in and went to her office before she left.”

      “And…?”

      “I started off by telling her my story. I could tell she was a little taken aback by my forwardness, but she sat there and listened. Once I got to the part about having to give my baby up for adoption, and not knowing if it was a boy or girl, she seemed to understand where I was going with it. But don’t worry, I didn’t tell her I’d asked you. All I said was that you’d mentioned she was adopted, and I was able to figure out the rest.”

      “And how did she take it? How was she?” My questions were rushed and frantic. “She sent me a text last night saying she wouldn’t be in today. Was she upset when you left her?”

      “She didn’t seem to be. We had dinner last night to talk about everything, and she seemed accepting of it all. She told me all about her childhood, her brother, how she found me. Then we talked about Trevor and Landon. I got a little choked up when she referred to them as her brothers. But when we left the restaurant, she didn’t seem upset. Maybe a little overwhelmed. She probably just needed to take a day to absorb everything. I wouldn’t think too much about it or let it bother you.”

      I ran my hands over my face and took a moment to calm down. “Things have just been so weird between us. She’s been so distant, and I don’t know how to handle it. I don’t want to lose her. I love her, and I need her to know that without me pointing out everything I’ve done for her.”

      “What all have you done?”

      “I bought a house.”

      “For her?” Janette’s eyes widened and she moved to the edge of her seat.

      “Not really. Kind of. I mean, it was for me. I needed out of that condo, put it all behind me. But yes, when I went looking at houses, and then found the one I bought, I had her in mind. I wanted a place we could call our own. Something we could raise a family in.”

      “And she doesn’t know?”

      I shook my head, but decided to explain. “She wanted me to take some time to figure out who I am and do things for myself. That’s what I have been doing, but also with her in mind. If I tell her these things, she’ll think I did them all for her. She won’t believe that I’ve done what she’s asked of me. I was hoping I could just wait for her to come to me, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. Ever since last Friday, she’s been pulling away from me.”

      “And you’ve let her know you’re still interested in her?” The way she asked led me to question if she knew more than she was letting on, but I ignored it, hoping I’d be able to learn the truth through this conversation instead of pressing her for information.

      “I might’ve said some things that could’ve maybe given her the idea that I’d given up. But I tried to reach out to her last night to let her know I hadn’t. After she texted me about not being in today, I tried calling her. I sent her more texts, making it very obvious what I wanted.”

      “Just give her time, Dane. As much as you’ve had on your plate this last month, so has she. Think about it…she’s had to watch you play the role of someone else’s hero. Whether she understands or not doesn’t matter. No woman wants to sit by and watch her man strap on a cape and fly off to save another woman—especially another woman with a lifetime of history with the man she loves.”

      “Did she tell you this?”

      “She didn’t have to. I’m a woman. I know how we operate.” She winked at me and stood with a smile. “Everything will work out, Dane. You were right when you said she has abandonment issues, and those fears don’t go away overnight. Trust her, and in turn, she’ll trust you.”

      Her words rolled through my head on repeat long after Janette left my office. She hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know, but just hearing someone else say them changed everything. She was right…I couldn’t expect Eden to trust me if I didn’t show her the same respect. I started to feel more secure in the prospect of eventually having Eden by my side.

      Until I checked my email.

      Preparing to shut down my computer for the weekend, I happened to see I had an email from the HR department. As soon as I opened it, my stomach flipped. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I’d never felt the weight of defeat like this before. It was completely debilitating.

      Displayed on the screen in front of me was notice of resignation for Eden Clare.

      Effective immediately.
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      I must’ve dialed Eden’s number a hundred times, but she never answered. In fact, it never even rang. It went straight to voicemail as if she’d blocked my calls. I sent her a dozen messages. Rather than the standard “delivered” or “read” message beneath the text, it was blank.

      Eden had officially cut me out of her life.

      I didn’t want to go home and be surrounded by the reminders of my failures. So I decided to head straight to the bar from work. I found myself at the same table I sat at the night I met Eden, for the same reasons as before—not wanting to go home. Only this time, I wasn’t in need of an escape from the person at home waiting for me. It was because the one person I truly wanted to be there never would. And that was something I wasn’t ready to accept yet.

      It was funny how everything seemed to come full circle.

      Except I was the one on the outside.

      While sitting at the sports bar, I continued to try to get ahold of Eden. Nothing worked, and eventually, I propped my elbows on the table and dropped my head into my hands. I knew there had to have been a solution, but I couldn’t find one.

      “Mind if I join you?” Someone sat down on the stool on the other side of the table.

      I glanced up and just stared. She had long red hair, but it wasn’t the same. Her eyes were dark, but even under the dim lighting, I could tell they were brown, nothing special about them. Her lips were colored pink, not red. And they didn’t have the same fullness as the set I couldn’t get out of my head. Nothing about this woman was right. She was all wrong. Because she wasn’t Eden.

      “Actually, I do mind.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you expecting someone?” She seemed genuinely apologetic, but it didn’t matter.

      “No. I just want to be alone.”

      Her dull, brown eyes narrowed and she tilted her head slightly. “Having a bad day? Wanna talk about it? I’m a nail tech, so I’m used to listening to people’s problems. I’ve been told I’m a good listener.”

      I couldn’t help but feel like the universe was playing some kind of cruel joke on me.

      “Hi, I’m Amanda,” she said as she extended her hand across the table. In the process of invading my privacy, she knocked over my pitcher of beer, spilling the contents all over the table, into my lap, while soaking my phone in the process. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry. Here, let me help you clean that up.”

      “No need. I was about done anyway.” I wanted to yell at her, curse her for being so careless, but I just didn’t have it in me. It was obviously a mistake, and I could tell she felt horrible about it. Not to mention, I was sure this was God’s way of forcing me to leave Eden alone…at least until my phone dried up. I took it as a sign, wished her a good evening, and drove home.

      I’d spent all week looking forward to the first day I got to pull into the garage of my new home, but now that I had, I couldn’t find any joy in it. I dragged myself inside and immediately headed for the shower, needing to get rid of the stench of beer. I wanted to stay under the hot spray longer, waste time before I could crawl under the covers and give up on the day, but I knew it’d do no good.

      No matter how much water I wasted, I’d still get out to an empty house.

      With only a pair of gym shorts on, I grabbed a beer and headed down to the dock. It was the only place I felt connected to Eden, which was humorous considering she’d never even seen it, but I was hoping it’d offer a little bit of clarity. The moon wasn’t out, making it hard to see in the dark, so I watched my steps as I made it down the wooden pathway. As soon as I got to the dock, I glanced up, hoping there would be enough light to at least see the water. But instead of a dark lake, I found someone standing in front of me, facing me, hands twisted in front of her.

      I froze. Unable to do anything other than stare.

      “Why did you buy this house?” she asked, taking a step closer when she realized I’d stopped moving.

      I glanced over my shoulder, as if for some reason I needed to clarify which house she meant. “My realtor showed it to me and I liked it. So I bought it.”

      “But why this house?”

      Still stunned at her presence, I could only open my mouth and answer her. “The dock. This right here. It reminded me of you. Of the pier. Of us. And I’d hoped that one day we’d be able to make this ours like we had the one at the beach.”

      “You didn’t have any other reason to buy it?”

      I waited until she stood only a foot away from me and then cocked my head to the side. “No. Why?”

      “So you had no idea this was the house I wanted?”

      I blinked at her a few times, my sight already adjusted to the darkness. As if seeing her here wasn’t enough of a shock, I was completely stunned by hearing her say this was the house she’d told me she’d cry over if she couldn’t get it. The one I’d bought with her in mind. The one I’d pictured raising a family in with her. “This house?”

      “Yeah. I had no idea you’d even bought a house. I thought you were just getting new furniture for your condo. But when I went there to talk to you, I was told you’d moved. They wouldn’t give me your new address so I had to call Janette to get it from her.” She took my hand and linked her fingers with mine. “Imagine my surprise when I drove up and realized it was the same house I’d looked at and tried to buy.”

      I withdrew my hand from hers and moved to the railing along the side of the dock. I set the bottle of beer along the ledge and leaned forward. When she moved to stand next to me, I turned my head to face her and blurted out, “You resigned.”

      Her head dropped forward and she took a deep breath before locking her gaze on mine again. “You weren’t supposed to know that until we talked. That’s why I didn’t give it to you.”

      “Then maybe you should’ve talked to me about it first. It would’ve been a bitter pill to swallow either way, but at least it would’ve gone down easier hearing it from you instead of receiving an email from HR.” I stood up straight and squared my shoulders. “Effective immediately?”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s why I came here. Did you not get my text?”

      “What text? I’ve tried all night to reach you but your phone kept going to voicemail and my texts weren’t being delivered. I haven’t gotten anything from you.”

      “My phone was dead. I was out of the house and didn’t have a charger with me. I got your messages, though. And then I sent you one. About half an hour ago. On my way here.”

      I shook my head, not believing my luck. “No. Someone knocked over my pitcher of beer and it spilled on my phone. It’s not working. What did your message say?”

      “Pitcher of beer? Where did you go?”

      “I went to the bar. The one where we first met. I was upset and didn’t want to come home, but it proved to be a waste of time. What did your text say?” I asked again, with a little more impatience this time.

      She took my face in her hands and forced me to look into her eyes. That one act alone seemed to calm the storm raging inside me. My pulse began to slow and my breathing became easier, making it possible to catch the scent of gardenia. “Yes.”

      I was confused and waited for her to say more, but she never did. “Yes? Yes what?”

      “Yes to all your questions.”

      Pulling away, I squinted at her. “What questions?”

      “The ones you texted me with.”

      I shook my head, still confused. “I’m not following, Eden. The only things I remember asking you tonight is where you were and why you decided to quit. ‘Yes’ doesn’t answer any of those.”

      “No, Dane.” Her chest began to heave and I could tell she was getting nervous, unable to control her breathing. “Not your questions from tonight. The ones you’ve been bombarding me with over the last couple of weeks. The ones you asked me again last night.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Rather than give her a chance to correct me, tell me I was wrong and had misunderstood her, I grabbed her face and claimed her mouth with mine. She immediately held onto my sides and yanked my body closer. That one action alone was enough to give me solace that I hadn’t been wrong. That I hadn’t misunderstood the meaning of her answer.

      Leaning back to catch her breath, she began to giggle and tucked her chin closer to her chest. “Are we crazy? This is insane, isn’t it? I mean, we’ve technically only been together for one night. Are we nuts for doing this?”

      I picked her up and set her on the railing before moving to stand between her legs. My mouth hovered close to hers while I said, “Stop talking. You can’t take it back now. You can’t change your mind. Stop second guessing it.”

      “I’m being serious, Dane. I’m not changing my mind or taking it back.” She had her hands pressed to my bare chest, keeping me at enough distance to look into my eyes as she spoke. “I only want to make sure this is the right thing and we’re not being impulsive. It didn’t become real until just now. I knew what I was saying when I told you yes, but now it hit me.”

      “When did you decide to resign?”

      “This afternoon. I was at the beach, at our pier, and then headed straight to the office to give my resignation to HR.”

      “Why? I mean…why did you do it? Why quit if you wanted to be with me?”

      “Because you said I can’t be your assistant and be with you at the same time.”

      I kissed her again, slow and thorough this time. “I love you, Eden.” The rush of saying those words to her was exhilarating. “I’m so damn in love with you.”

      “I know,” she said with a smile. “I told you that when you were, I’d know it.”

      “When did you know?”

      “Shortly after I realized I’m in love with you, too. Thinking of you choosing a couch and tables meant for a bachelor pad made me realize how much I desperately wanted you to pick the ones meant for a family. And then I thought about you as a family man with someone else, and I couldn’t handle it. That’s when I knew I was in love with you. But I didn’t know what to do about it, because I didn’t know how you felt. Then, on Thursday, the furniture store called the office looking for you. They were calling to confirm the delivery. I knew I shouldn’t have, but I needed to know, so I asked which items they had on the truck. They told me, confirming they were all the pieces I’d picked.”

      She wiped away a tear I hadn’t even known had fallen.

      “You chose me, Dane. Knowing you picked out and bought every piece I’d chosen proved to me that you chose me. You chose the family man, chose the couch and tables and entertainment center that I had liked. That’s when I knew how you truly felt.”

      “Then why did you disappear? Why didn’t you come to work today?”

      She shrugged and looked to her lap, but I wouldn’t let her turn away from me. I placed my finger beneath her chin and made her look me in the eye.

      “I was excited to come to you, to tell you how I felt, but then Janette came to my office to talk to me.” Her glossy eyes met mine. “I know you know. You don’t have to act surprised. I don’t know how you figured it out, but I’m kind of glad you did. I’m glad she did. We talked…a lot, and even though it was good, it kind of overwhelmed me. On top of my feelings for you, discovering your feelings for me, I then had to organize my thoughts and feelings about Janette knowing she’s my mom. I needed space to sort it all out.”

      “And you have it all sorted now?”

      “Yes. When I left the pier to turn in my resignation, I knew without a doubt I wanted to be with you. When I found out you’d moved, that’s when I knew the answer to your questions. It was one thing when I discovered you’d ordered the furniture, but it was another thing entirely when I realized it wasn’t for the condo you’d shared with Gabi. However…nothing solidified my decision more than finding out you were the one who bought the house I wanted, and you did it without knowing.”

      “Say you love me,” I whispered against her lips with my eyes closed.

      “I love you, Dane.”

      I held her against me and kissed her as if it were the first time. As if the act of kissing had been undiscovered until this moment. Until my lips met hers. Because no one had ever kissed like this. No one had ever felt this much joy, relief, or passion before. This kind of love was what everyone else strived for, and I’d found it with Eden.

      I dragged her off the ledge, and with her legs and arms wound tightly around me, I carried her inside. I didn’t stop until I’d made it to the bedroom, where I laid her gently on top of the mattress and held myself over her. I stared into her emerald pools and allowed myself this one moment to take it all in.

      Slowly, she slid her hands up my chest to cup my face. It was enough to push me into action. To wake me up so I could see this wasn’t a dream. This was real. Eden was in my arms, in my bed, in love with me. And I’d never let her go again.

      She laid still with her hair fanned across the pillow while I removed every piece of her clothing. I didn’t stop until I had her bare beneath me. I wanted to give every inch of her attention, worship every fiber of her being, but she wouldn’t let me. With a firm grip in my hair, she drew me up her body until every part of us lined up. She removed one hand and slid it down my chest, into the elastic waistband of my shorts, and wrapped her delicate fingers around my throbbing cock.

      “I won’t last long if you keep doing that, Eden.” That was all I needed to say to make her stop and push my shorts down my legs until I could kick them over the side of the bed.

      With our eyes locked, she guided me into her. I’d never felt anything like it. As I pushed all the way in, I realized why it was so amazing. I stilled, fully seated in her, praying she wouldn’t make me stop.

      “I’m not wearing a condom, Eden. And I don’t have any.”

      She blinked a few times and then said, “It’s fine. Keep going.”

      “Are you on anything?”

      She nodded and shifted beneath me, enticing me to move. I didn’t make her do it twice. I slowly withdrew and then rolled into her again. Over and over until my thrusts were short and deep. I didn’t want to come too soon, needing to wait until she was with me, so I shifted our bodies so I was on my back, pulling her on top of me without losing our connection. With her hands planted on my chest, her fingers splayed across my bare skin, she began to ride me. Her head tilted back and her eyes closed. Her walls tightened and I knew she was close, but I wanted to fall over that cliff with her.

      I sat up, drawing her chest into mine. Gripping her hips, I guided her movements, matching them in time with my thrusts. Pulling moan after melodic moan from her and swallowing as I tasted her tongue.

      “I can’t hold on much longer,” I said against her lips, feeling my balls tighten. “I need you to come, Eden.” The last thing I wanted was to have to pull out before she found pleasure.

      “I’m almost there. Come with me, Dane.”

      “I need you to go first.” My words were wrapped in desperate pants, unable to catch my breath.

      She opened her eyes and met my gaze. Without missing a beat, she cupped my face and told me the sweetest words known to man. “Come in me.”

      I held onto her tighter and slammed her into me, feeling her core grip me. It only took another second before she was panting in my ear, whimpering. Riding out her orgasm and squeezing every drop of come from me. Reaching the peak in tandem was more than ecstasy. It was no longer my pleasure. It was ours. Achieved together, at the same time. As if we weren’t two separate entities, but one unit.

      Whole.

      I fell back and took her with me. We rolled onto our sides, facing each other. Her gaze flitted over my body and stopped on my side. I knew immediately what she saw, but I didn’t say anything. I watched intently as she studied it, first with her eyes, then the very tips of her fingers, making sure to not touch the ink itself, but rather the outer edges. It was the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Perfect, red apples hung from the top, with a dove perched on one of the branches.

      “What’s it mean?” she asked as she met my stare.

      “You. Us. Everything I’ve ever wanted.”

      “What’s that? What do you want?” Her words were quiet as if anticipating my answer.

      “A life. A family. With you.”

      “That’s what the apples represent? Family?” she asked, and I nodded. “What about the dove? What does that mean?”

      “Hope.”

      Tears filled her eyes a split second before her lips met mine.

      We spent the next fifteen minutes basking in the glow and holding on to one another. But when her stomach growled, I knew it was time to get up. “Come on. Let’s get you fed.” I found my shorts on the floor and stepped into them. Then I grabbed a shirt from my drawer and tossed it at Eden to wear. I’d only done it to keep her from getting completely dressed, but once I saw her in my T-shirt, I decided I never wanted to see her in anything else again.

      “Go ahead and see what I have in the kitchen. I’ll be right there.”

      She gave me an odd look but did as I said. I waited until she was out of the room before I went to my nightstand and grabbed what I was searching for. When I made my way into the kitchen, I found Eden standing in front of the open fridge, the light outlining her curves. I tugged her away and lifted her to set her on the counter. She squealed and then giggled, but my chest was too tight to join in on her giddiness.

      “I never asked you properly. So I’m going to do that now. I’d get down on one knee, but these floors are really hard. Please don’t hold that against me.” I was so nervous, but as soon as she held her palm against her chest and smiled, I knew it would be all right.

      I took her hand and placed the ring at the tip if her left fourth finger. But before I could slip it on, she gasped and yanked her hand away. “You have a ring?” She was stunned, which made sense, but what confused me was the worry in her tone.

      “Yeah…but if you’d rather pick out your own, we can go tomorrow. I’m sorry, I didn’t even think about you wanting to choose your own ring. I was too excited—”

      “No, Dane. I don’t want to pick out my own ring. I just… Where did you get it from?”

      “It was my grandmother’s.”

      Her eyes softened, yet they were still filled with apprehension.

      “What’s wrong, Eden? I don’t understand. Are you changing your mind?”

      “Not at all. I want to marry you. And I want you to give me whatever ring you choose. I’d be honored to wear your grandmother’s ring, but I don’t know how I feel about wearing someone else’s ring.”

      Suddenly, I understood her concern. “The only woman who has ever worn this ring was my Grans. No one else.”

      “You never gave it to…?”

      “No.”

      “This is probably the worst time in the world to ask…but why not?”

      I laughed beneath my breath, finding her worry cute, and threaded my fingers through her hair. “To be honest, I don’t know why. I never thought about it. She never mentioned it and I never offered. But when I told you I wanted to marry you, this was the only ring I thought about giving you. I never contemplated going and picking out something else.”

      She held her left hand out, fingers splayed, a giant smile brightening her face. “Put it on.”

      “I have to ask first.”

      “No you don’t. My answer is yes. Always was and always will be.” And with that, I slid the ring onto her finger.

      [image: ]

      We’d spent the entire weekend wrapped up in each other, aside from a few hours on Saturday when we went to pack up her belongings to move her in. When my alarm sounded on Monday morning, I wanted to let her sleep. She looked so peaceful snuggled into the middle of the large bed—our bed. But I had plans, and she needed to be with me.

      “Where are we going?” she asked groggily. “I thought you had to go to work today.”

      “I do. And you’re coming with me.”

      “I can’t, Dane.” She stretched and whined, making me want to crawl back beneath the covers and stay there all day with her. “I’m not your assistant anymore. Remember? I resigned.”

      “I know. We’re equals in this now. You’re my partner—in life and in business. You’re going to be a Kauffmann, and last time I checked, that was the name on the front of the building.”

      She sat up and blinked at me. “That’s ridiculous. Utterly insane. How will that work with a prenup?”

      I yanked the blankets away and tugged on her arm until I had her on her feet. “It’s easy. There is no prenup.”

      “Okay…now you’re insane. And I’m sure your lawyers will agree with me.”

      “I don’t care what anyone says,” I called over my shoulder as I walked into the bathroom. I was ready for a shower, and I hoped Eden would join me. “You’re going to be my wife, the mother of my children. I trust you and I know we’re the real deal. I’m not entering into this marriage like it’s some kind of business venture.”

      “What about Gabi?”

      “What about her?” I locked gazes with her through the mirror.

      “Imagine what would’ve happened if you followed through and married her without a prenup.”

      I turned and leaned against the vanity. “Eden…I don’t care to talk about her. At some point, you’re going to have to stop bringing her up. After this, no more comparing or questioning how things were when I was with her, considering I don’t question or bring up your ex.” I held my finger beneath her chin to make sure she was looking in my eyes. “I had a prenup drawn up with her.”

      She gasped and her eyes widened. “So why not with me?”

      “Like I just told you, Eden…stop comparing. You’re not her.” I slapped her bare ass and nudged her toward the shower. “Now come on. We have a business to run.”

      

      We started the ball rolling on adding her name to the company. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it’d be. However, the marriage license proved to be more difficult. We had to wait three days before we could even get married. That turned out to be fine, though. It allowed her parents time to come to Florida. They packed their bags and I bought their plane tickets. I worried when Eden had called to tell them, but they were surprisingly calm and accepting of the fact their daughter decided to marry a man they’d never met. When I asked her why they didn’t object, she explained she’d talked about me every time they called—not the bad stuff, though. Apparently, they had kind of expected it. I wanted to know what all she had said about me for them to be so calm, but she wouldn’t tell me. She said it didn’t matter.

      The only hesitation they had though, was about Janette. Eden had told them about finding her birth mother and explained the progress they’d made in building a relationship. However, once they arrived and met Janette, all worry vanished, and they all strangely acted like one giant blended family—me included.

      We didn’t have to think very long about a venue. We knew it would be a small wedding—her parents, Janette, and a few people from the office. My parents were out of the country and had already congratulated me over the phone. They asked me to send them pictures, but that was about it. It didn’t bother me; I wasn’t expecting them to be there anyway.

      Exactly one week after Eden resigned as my assistant, and I subsequently found her waiting for me on the dock, I stood on the pier at the beach in a suit and watched as Eden walked down in a simple white dress on her father’s arm. It was the place Eden and I had jumped into the water that night, so we both saw it fitting to be the place we made the jump into forever with each other.

      Janette was a notary of the public and performed the ceremony for us. She was technically the one who had brought us together, and it only made sense she be the one to tie us together for eternity. We exchanged vows as we exchanged rings. I placed my grandmother’s wedding band on her finger next to the matching diamond Grans had worn all her life, and Eden placed my grandfather’s ring on mine. It was quick, just like us. Some people may have said we were rushing it, but when Eden was at the finish line, there was no way in hell I’d take my time. I had spent my life doing what others wanted me to do, and I wouldn’t make that mistake again. I wanted Eden, and I wanted her for the rest of my life.

      I’d finally done something for myself and gone after her.

      And I would be damned if I wasted another second of my life waiting.
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      Everything happens for a reason.

      In the moment, you never know what it will be. You never know why things happen. Unfortunate things happen all the time, and sometimes the outcomes aren’t good. But even then, you have to trust that there is a purpose to it. Sometimes you just have to take those negatives and make something good out of them. Like making lemonade out of lemons. That was one of the hardest lessons I had to learn. I couldn’t sit back and wait for the reason to be seen. I had to get up and make it happen. I had to find the light in all the darkness. And that’s exactly what I did.

      After being raped, I believed that not all things had a purpose. I didn’t see the purpose in having to go through that pain for years. I didn’t figure any good could’ve possibly come out of it. I no longer believed that by doing good, good would come to you. I was a decent person. I had always done the right thing. I played by the rules and followed the etiquette books. But terrible occurrences still happened.

      I had latched onto Dane. I’d wanted him to make me better. And for a while, I thought he had. I thought that since dreadful things had stopped happening to me, that meant he had truly saved me. Sure, things still happened around me, but I wasn’t being physically hurt any longer.

      That is, until the miscarriage.

      That was so painful to go through. Dane didn’t know, but I had blamed myself. I thought it was my fault because of what had happened before. I thought it was God’s way of punishing me for what I had done to Sean—for making him pay for a crime he never committed. But I couldn’t tell that to Dane. He had tried so hard to be there for me. He did everything he could to make me better. I had wanted to be better. I wanted to make him happy and give him the life he always deserved.

      Dane was a good man, one of the best. Like me, he followed the rules and always did the right thing. But it took me years to realize it didn’t stop life from throwing cruel twists at him. They were just different than what happened to me. I was the bad thing that happened to him. I brought him down. I made him suffer. I stole the light from his eyes and the smile from his face. No matter what I did, I couldn’t change that. I couldn’t give those things back to him. But Eden did. And it took me nearly dying to see that.

      There’s always a reason.

      I lied and Dane left. I was lost in a sea of darkness and just wanted it all to end. So in a moment of self-deprecation, I tried to end it all. As much as I wish I could take that back, I’m glad it happened that way. The scar on my wrist serves a daily reminder of the lengths I had to go to in order to be who I was meant to be. Without that one moment of utter darkness, I would have never gotten the help I so desperately needed.

      Dane had tried to force me to seek help for years. But I never would have gotten the help I truly needed until I confessed the horrible truth of what I had done to a man who never deserved it. Sean taking his own life in a moment of his own darkness, one I had forced upon him, pushed me to open up about the guilt I had latched onto for a decade. He may have ended his life, but it’d saved mine.

      It led me to meet Sharon. It led me to that clinic, the doctors that made me talk, and the realization of what I was meant to do. It took ten years, the suicide of an innocent man, two attempted suicides of my own, and years of self-loathing to finally see the reason behind what Todd had done to me. What my purpose was in life. And that was to help others who found themselves in the same place I’d been in for all that time.

      It allowed me to know the kind of pain these girls had suffered through. Sharon helped me see that sometimes it’s hard to open up to people who have never felt the kind of pain I’ve felt, and that was what made it all so clear to me. If others knew how much I suffered, and could see how I had made it through it all, they could feel hopeful that they could do the same.

      Dane’s public relations representative, Janette, contacted me months after I left rehab. She sat me down and wanted to talk. She cemented my theory by showing me I could be successful and happy in the end. She was married with children after suffering through her own personal hell. She even discovered a daughter through it all. I wanted that. I wanted love in the end. Not to save me—I was the only one who could do that—but I wanted love to support me.

      And I found just that.

      I eventually started talking to my mother again. She wasn’t exactly in my life, but she was someone I kept in contact with from time to time. I had forgiven her. I no longer wanted to carry that burden. I let it go and moved on. I couldn’t pay the price for her actions any longer and had left that for her to do.

      I never knew what happened to Todd. I didn’t want to know. It no longer mattered to me how he felt about it. For so long, all I had wanted was for him to be punished for what he’d done to me. For him to feel the same pain and heartache that had kept me imprisoned for years. But I eventually learned that it wasn’t any of my concern. Wanting him to be punished was essentially punishing myself, and I couldn’t do that. He was the one who had to live with what he did. I would always smile knowing what Dane had done to him, but after that incident, I no longer cared. I could not allow it to consume my life any more than it already had. I had to put it all behind me.

      And that’s exactly what I did.

      After the condo sold and I attended enough sessions with my therapist to make me feel okay, Sharon and I moved four hours away. To a new place ready for new beginnings. We began attending therapy there by following the recommendation from our psychologist. With the help of our new therapist, we started Reasons to Talk. It began with a simple hotline. It was just the two of us in our tiny apartment and two telephone lines. But soon, it grew into something so much bigger.

      After a year, we had an office full of volunteers to answer incoming phone calls. We handpicked each and every volunteer, making sure they had enough experience to make a difference in every call we received. Sharon and I went onto speaking engagements and even met with girls one on one. It gave me a sense of peace knowing I was there to help as young women opened up about the horrific things they had experienced. Nothing felt better than hearing from them later on, listening to them remind us what we were doing mattered—it was helping people. We were making a difference in the lives of many.

      Everything happens for a reason.

      Five years after moving away and putting that tiny beach town and memories behind me, I received a phone call from Janette. She asked me if I could attend a dinner function for Kauffmann Investments. It was a charity event and they wanted to donate the proceeds to my organization. They also wanted me to speak at the event and share my story. It felt like everything had come full circle.

      My nerves ran high knowing I would be around Dane again after all this time, but I was eager to see him. I had kept up with him throughout the years and even sent him a card, congratulating him on the birth of his son, Adam. He was born only a year after I left town, but since then, there had been no contact between us.

      In my flowing black gown, I fidgeted with my hands as I waited for him to show up. I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t want it to be awkward, but I had no idea how he would feel after five years.

      Michael grabbed my hand and smiled at me. “You’re playing with your rings again. It’s going to be fine, I promise. You need to stop worrying—it’s not good for you.” The love I saw in his eyes made the chaotic storm inside me instantly settle.

      I placed my hand on my extended belly and rubbed it, smiling at my amazing husband.

      “You look radiant, by the way,” he said with a genuine smile.

      “So do you.” I squeezed his hand and then kissed him.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat startled me, and I turned away from Michael. In front of me stood Dane and Eden. They were an incredible-looking couple. He was dressed in a tuxedo while Eden glowed in a green strapless gown. I couldn’t stop the genuine smile that spread across my face.

      “Dane, Eden, you two look amazing.” I smiled at them both and snuggled into Michael’s side with my hand on his chest. “This is my husband. Michael, this is Dane and Eden Kauffmann. They’re the ones responsible for this event.” I wanted it to sound as if I hadn’t spoken of them before, which was a total lie. Michael knew exactly who they were, and was very excited to meet them both.

      After I met Michael, I’d told him everything. Every dirty truth about who I was and where I had been. That included Dane. He had never disliked the man I’d once shared my life with, and had even told me he was glad I had been lucky enough to have someone like Dane on my side. He commonly referred to my ex as his placeholder, keeping me available and alive long enough for him to find me.

      “Very nice to meet you, Michael,” Dane said, shaking his hand. “And you look stunning, Gabi. Pregnancy and marriage seem to suit you well.”

      I smiled. “Being healthy helps with that, too.”

      “Of course. Thank you so much for agreeing to do this.